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Individuals are motivated to consume brands that allow them to express their selfconcept and signal a unique identity to others. However, consumers may not always be
able to purchase these brands. Aspirational brands are currently unaffordable “dream
brands” that an individual desires to purchase at some point in the future after reaching a
higher status or income level. Through aspirational access, an emerging form of accessbased consumption, consumers can now temporarily experience their ideal lifestyle for a
membership fee. Researchers have begun to explore access-based consumption as an
alternative to traditional ownership since consumers are increasingly choosing to access
products and benefit from the use, rather than buying and owning them. Most research
focuses on utilitarian access-based consumption, such as car sharing. Yet more
consumers are using access-based services to facilitate an idealized lifestyle. In the past,
these consumers would have to wait to acquire aspirational brands after saving up to
purchase, but aspirational access now provides the benefits of these brands in the present
allowing aspirational access-based consumers to forego the patience and work of saving
long-term for the brand. Four studies are conducted to holistically explore the

psychological consequences of aspirational access. Specifically, the following research
questions are addressed by employing a multi-method approach in a series of four studies
—What do owners of aspirational brands think about aspirational access-based services?
How does aspirational access participation influence an accessor’s self- and brand-related
perceptions? How can the outcomes of aspirational access be enhanced for accessors
through brand curation? Can accessors temporarily using aspirational brands obtain the
same level as self- and brand-related outcomes as owners? By exploring these questions,
this research aims to understand the nature of aspirational brand consumption and the
psychological consequences of accessing versus owning aspirational brands.
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INTRODUCTION
Introduction
Brands are used not only to infer specific product attributes, such as quality or
value (Krishnan and Hartline, 2001), but also as a symbolic means to construct or
maintain an individual identity and express one’s self-concept to others (Belk, 1988;
O’Cass and Frost, 2002; Sirgy, 1982). For example, consumers choose to purchase ecofriendly cars, like the Toyota Prius, for reasons beyond environmental conservation
(Maynard, 2007). The Toyota Prius is also purchased to enhance an individual’s status
and signal reputation (Griskevicius, Tybur, and Van den Bergh, 2010). Further,
consumers tend to purchase and consume specific brands that are acceptable to the social
groups in which they currently belong, or wish to belong (Sheth and Parvatiyar, 1995;
Bearden and Etzel, 1982). However, some people are limited by current circumstances in
their lives that make ownership of desired brands unfeasible. These aspirational brands
are currently unaffordable “dream brands” that an individual desires to purchase at some
point in the future after reaching a higher status or income level (Trocchia, Saine,
Luckett, 2015) and are representative of a person’s ideal self (Sirgy, 1982; Higgins;
1987). Aspirational brands appeal to a consumer’s psychological or social aspirations
and dreams, rather than their reality (Truong, McColl, Kitchen, 2010).
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What happens when a consumer’s aspirations become part of their current reality?
The focus of this dissertation is aspirational access in which consumers are acquiring
temporary use of an aspirational brand. Aspirational access-based consumption is a new
practice popularized by the emerging access economy. Access-based consumption is
defined as “transactions that may be market mediated in which no transfer of ownership
takes place” rather the consumer is “acquiring consumption time with the item” (Bardhi
and Eckhardt, 2012, p. 881). Instead of sole ownership of a product, an online
community of consumers “share” resources for a fee (Hamari, Sjöklint, and Ukkonen,
2015). In aspirational access, these shared resources are aspirational brands. This model
is an emerging alternative to traditional ownership and represents an unfamiliar middle
ground between traditional sharing and marketplace exchange (Belk, 2014a). For this
reason, the access economy is also often referred to as the “sharing economy” in the
practitioner literature (Habibi, Davidson, and Laroche, 2017; The Economist, 2013).
This is not, however, sharing in the traditional sense of the word since many access
practices are market-mediated and may not rely on direct peer-to-peer exchange or social
relations (Eckhardt and Bardhi, 2016). Rather, access often represents a form of feebased sharing (Zervas, Proserpio, and Byers, 2017) or pseudo-sharing (Belk, 2014b).
Consumers are able to access products within a number of markets, including
high-end apparel (e.g., Rent the Runway; Village Luxe), luxury jewelry and watches
(e.g., Eleven James; Haute Vault), automobiles (e.g., ZipCar; Turo), and even toys (e.g.,
ToysTrunk; Sparkbox Toys). This emerging business model continues to grow across a
diverse set of industries with a current estimated market volume of approximately $100
billion (Lamberton and Rose, 2012). By 2025, PricewaterhouseCoopers estimates that
2

worldwide revenue for five key sectors, including travel and car sharing, may increase to
approximately $335 billion (Bothun and Lieberman, 2015). Airbnb alone had $1.7
billion in revenues in 2016, a figure that is estimated to reach $3.5 billion by 2020
(Gallagher, 2017). As a leader in the access travel industry, they offer 11.8% of the
rooms available in the top 10 U.S. markets (Active Airbnb Rooms = 97,508, Hotel
Rooms = 726,081; Lane and Woodworth, 2016). Accordingly, with a valuation of $30
billion, Airbnb is now firmly competing against traditional industry leaders like Hilton
($20 billion) and Marriott ($34 billion) (Yu, 2017).
Access-based consumption offers consumers a number of benefits, which drive its
demand. These include social benefits, such as approval from reference groups
(Lamberton and Rose, 2012) and environmental benefits by participating in a more
sustainable means of consumption (Ozanne and Ballantine, 2010). Further, consumers
also obtain financial benefits since accessed products are available to consumers at a
lower cost than ownership (Moeller and Wittkowski, 2010; Mithun, 2012). It is no
surprise then that consumers increasingly prefer to pay for the experience of accessing
goods, rather than owning them (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012).
For aspirational access, accessors obtain benefits beyond those offered through
standard access-based consumption since it also allows consumers temporary access to an
otherwise unattainable lifestyle (Lawson, 2010; Schiel, 2015) and functions as a lifestyle
facilitator (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2017). Aspirational brands like Tiffany, Cartier, and
Porsche are now available to consumers in the present, not in the unforeseeable future—
for a fee (Belk, 2014a). It allows for a more flexible lifestyle in which consumers can
enjoy exclusive brands, which have traditionally been viewed as long-term investments,
3

that they could not afford otherwise (Eckhardt and Bardhi, 2016). By utilizing accessbased services, consumers are matched with desired products or services, through Web
2.0 technologies, allowing them to opt-out of ownership (Belk, 2014b). For example,
consumers today have the possibility to stay in glamorous homes from Airbnb for days at
a time, carry the latest “it bag” from Bag Borrow or Steal on a weekly basis, and wear
extraordinary timepieces on their wrist from Eleven James on a monthly basis—all while
boarding a luxury yacht ride from UberBOAT.
Take the case of Armarium.com, a company that offers access to premier designer
clothing by aligning itself with luxury brand partners from the likes of Marchesa and
Vera Wang. Another one of the notable brand partners, Naeem Khan, is known for its
gowns, which are frequently worn by celebrities on the red carpet, as well as former first
lady Michelle Obama. Currently listed on the site (Armarium.com) is a red, art deco
Naeem Khan gown that was featured on the runway less than a year ago. The retail value
of the dress is $6,996, but it is available to Armarium members for a mere 6% of the cost
of ownership at $450 for four days. Armarium is able to offer temporary access to luxury
statement pieces, such as the one-of-a-kind Naeem Khan dress, by purchasing select
clothing items either wholesale or on consignment from partnered brands, and then are
able to make a profit on the items after “three and half turns” (Samaha, 2016). The
service itself does not have to carry as much inventory since consumers access the
product for a limited time, in which it is then returned and “shared” with another
member. This pseudo-sharing inherently lowers the cost for consumers to access brand
offerings since the overall retail price of a good is distributed across multiple consumers
(Gerstner, 2014). Therefore, the cost to access an aspirational brand is significantly less
4

than ownership, allowing a greater number of consumers to experience the brand.
Aspirational access then provides consumers with a Cinderella experience, temporarily
transforming them into the dream version of who they desire to become.
Aspirational access provides consumers with a number of benefits, however, there
may be potential negative consequences to consider as well. Historically, non-ownership
product acquisition (e.g., renting, leasing) has been seen as an inferior mode of
consumption when compared to ownership (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012) and renters have
been viewed in a negative light (Durgee and O’Connor, 1995). For example, research
indicates that renters are generally perceived as being flawed consumers of a lower status
(Rowlands and Gurney, 2000; Cheshire, Walters, and Rosenblatt, 2010). Negative
perceptions of traditional non-ownership consumers (i.e. renters) may also adversely
influence users of aspirational access-based services (aspirational accessors) in two ways.
First, it may influence perceptions of the self. Research suggests that consumers are
driven to participate in aspirational access-based consumption by the desire for social
approval (Trocchia and Beatty, 2003). Individuals seeking social approval are likely to
be more self-conscious and aware of how others are judging them while seeking brands
that help aid their desire for self-expression and acceptance (Bushman, 1993). For this
reason, self-image should be an important concern to these users, especially when
consuming aspirational brands. If negative connotations of renters also apply to
aspirational access-based consumption, then perceptions of the self may be damaged.
Second, it may impact perceptions of the brands that are “shared” (i.e. accessed)
since many of these aspirational brands are successful due to their image of exclusivity
(Dubois and Paternault, 1995). Access inherently makes the brand available to a wider
5

segment of consumers (Belk, 2014a) and while increased availability may be beneficial
to the consumers themselves by providing access to aspirational brands, it may damage
the accessed brands if they lose their perceived exclusivity (Kapferer and Bastien, 2009).
Accordingly, this research aims to understand the psychological consequences of
temporarily accessing aspirational brands. This begins with an exploratory study to
uncover owners’ perceptions of aspirational access-based consumers before moving into
a series of three quantitative studies. Based on the qualitative findings and thorough
literature review, the aspirational accessor’s perceptions of the self and the aspirational
brand are explored in comparison to owners. Specifically, the research explores how
introduction to an aspirational access-based service changes brand perceptions and
uniquely impacts the accessor’s self-perceptions. Next, the role of brand curation is
explored as a way to enhance an aspirational access-based consumer’s well-being by
fostering self-image congruence with the accessed brand. Finally, this research aims to
understand how perceived curation may influence an aspirational accessors’ perceived ingroup status. Consumers who are participating in aspirational access in order to acquire a
certain idealized image of themselves may experience positive benefits of perceived ingroup status membership if that sought after image is solidified through brand curation
practices. By investigating aspirational access from the viewpoint of the owner and the
accessor, examining psychological consequences, and considering both self- and brandrelated perceptions, this dissertation aims to holistically understand how access-based
consumers may take full advantage of the many benefits that aspirational access offers
while avoiding potential drawbacks.

6

Significance of Study
This research holds valuable implications for both theory and practice by
providing a better understanding of aspirational access, an emerging form of access-based
consumption. From a theoretical perspective, investigating the impact of aspirational
access helps to provide insights into an underexplored area of marketing—nonownership. The traditional focus of marketing research has been on ownership, and
marketing theories are rooted in a focus of traditional marketplace exchanges and
transactions (Bagozzi, 1975; Sheth and Parvityar, 1995). With few exceptions, nonownership has largely been ignored within the marketing literature (e.g., Moeller and
Wittkowski, 2010; Lovelock and Gummesson, 2004). The rise of access-based
consumption is said to have only begun in the early 2000s (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012),
and research in the area is in its infancy (Eckhardt and Bardhi, 2016). With consumer
demand progressively shifting to access from ownership (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012),
there is a need to understand how non-ownership may be theoretically different from
traditional ownership.
The research uses psychological ownership theory (Beggan, 1992) as the
theoretical foundation to explore how aspirational access-based consumers’ may deviate
from the market norm. Specifically, psychological ownership theory suggests that
ownership increases the value of a good yielding a “mere ownership effect” bias whereby
an owner rates a target object more highly than a non-owner (Beggan, 1992). Yet nonownership is often evaluated in terms of a consumer that is not purchasing the product
and does not have possession of the product. This research seeks to understand how
ownership may be different from a specific form of non-ownership (i.e. aspirational
7

access) in which the consumer is not purchasing the product, but does have temporary
possession of the brand. Self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987) then builds on
psychological ownership theory to add context to how accessors’ self-perceptions may be
different from perceptions of owners due to a perceived status gap between ownership
and access. Together, this research contributes theoretical insights regarding a new type
of marketing consumer—the aspirational accessor—while broadening the marketing
perspective on non-ownership.
As Eckhardt and Bardhi (2015) state, what marketing researchers have long
prescribed as standards for marketing practitioners may not hold for access-based
consumption since they were initially developed for an ownership model. Further, the
authors argue that consumers think about access differently than they do ownership. Yet,
little empirical research has been conducted to explore just how standard or aspirational
access-based consumers may be unique. There may be negative connotations about
access-based consumers that harm perceptions of the self, as well as perceptions of the
accessed brands, that marketers need to take into account if societal views of traditional
non-ownership consumption applies to access-based consumption (Durgee and
O’Connor, 1995). For example, in the context of traditional house rentals, non-owners
are typically viewed as flawed consumers and, as a result, owners try to avoid living
among rental properties (Cheshire, Walters, and Rosenblatt, 2010). This stigma may
have long-term effects. Research indicates that single-family rental homes depreciate
faster than owner-occupied homes (Shilling, Sirmans, and Dombrow, 1991) and Harding,
Miceli, and Sirmans (2000) argue that potential buyers are unable to look past the
tenant’s perceived flawed maintenance history even once the home is on the market to
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own. However, it is currently unknown whether aspirational access-based consumption
results in similarly negative consequences given that aspirational brand ownership
positively influences consumers, including identity construction and increased status
(O’Cass and Frost, 2002). Therefore, this research attempts to explore the consequences
of aspirational access on both the consumer and the brand.
Further, how may consumer well-being be enhanced while accessing aspirational
brands? One specific strategy explored is curation, an emerging trend in retail (Gilmore,
2011), which attempts to offer added value by carefully selecting and organizing specific
brand offerings with a specific consumer in mind (Rosenbaum, 2011). However, the role
of brand curators has to this point only been explored conceptually within the marketing
literature (Joy et al., 2014). This research will explore how differing levels of curated
aspirational access offerings positively influence perceptions of the self and the brand.
Finally, this research aims to understand whether aspirational accessors, who have
attained perceived in-group status, possess similar perceptions of the self and the brand as
owners do. In other words, can aspirational accessors achieve some type of perceived
ownership through on-going participation in aspirational access-based consumption while
foregoing legal ownership altogether?
Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this research is to better understand the impact of aspirational
access-based consumption on the consumer, specifically when this practice helps to
facilitate an aspirational lifestyle. While there have been a number of recent conceptual
pieces working to define the domain of access-based consumption and to examine the
impact on traditional business models (e.g., Belk 2014a; Scaraboto, 2015), few studies
9

have empirically sought to understand access from the perspective of the consumer (Roos
and Hahn, 2017). Research that has been empirically conducted has primarily focused on
the drivers and motivations of joining an access-based service (Hamari, Sjöklint, and
Ukkonen, 2015; Möhlmann, 2015; Ozanne and Ballantine, 2010; Milanova and Maas,
2017; Hwang and Griffiths, 2017). For the current research, the impact of aspirational
access participation is explored. That is, not why consumers have joined, but this
research aims to understand the impact on the consumer after joining. This impact is
explored in two key ways—1) self-perceptions and 2) brand perceptions. For selfperceptions, this research seeks to understand how aspirational access influences selfesteem and self-authenticity. Next, the change in brand perceptions due to a consumer’s
access to aspirational brands is investigated using a pre-post test. Utilizing a pre-test and
post-test allows for a more accurate understanding of how aspirational access may
influence brand perceptions (brand credibility, brand prestige, and brand uniqueness) by
providing the opportunity to compare initial perceptions of the brand to the postperceptions once consumers are aware that the focal aspirational brand is being offered to
a broader market at a lower cost. That is, do brand perceptions change after aspirational
access participation and how so? For example, the brand may lose some of its
desirability since it was once considered a dream brand for the consumer, but that dream
has become a reality.
Further, current marketing research tends to focus on the utilitarian aspects of
access-based consumption, principally in the context of car-sharing (Bardhi and
Eckhardt, 2010, 2012; Belk, 2014a; Möhlmann, 2015). However, access-based
consumption encompasses more than utilitarian needs and tends to focus on providing
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access to aspirational brands beyond transportation (Harris, 2016; Lawson, 2010; Schiel,
2015). The research will specifically focus on providing insights on the impact of
accessing aspirational brands. Research tends to suggest that ownership of aspirational
products yields positive benefits for the consumer (Trocchia, Saine, and Luckett, 2015;
Morewedge and Giblin, 2015), yet this may be different for accessors who only have
temporary possession of the products. Instead, it may highlight the fact that they cannot
afford to purchase the brand. This research will then attempt to discover how outcomes
of the aspirational access experience can be enhanced so accessors can enjoy the
availability of an aspirational lifestyle that would have otherwise been unavailable to
them (Belk, 2014a).
While there have been a number of recent prescriptive papers focused on what
marketing managers should do in order to compete within this emerging business model
(Habibi, Davidson, and Laroche, 2017; Kathan, Matzler, and Veider, 2016), most of these
are incomplete without first understanding the viewpoint of aspirational access-based
consumers. Therefore, this research will focus on the impact of aspirational access on
consumers and the accessed brand in order to provide a more accurate depiction of
access-based consumption and understand how it differs from traditional ownership on
which managers currently base their best practices (Eckhardt and Bardhi, 2015).
Organization
This dissertation is organized as follows: first, a review of the relevant literature
regarding the concept and motivations of access-based consumption, as well as access as
a departure from traditional ownership is conducted. Next, four studies are outlined that
will examine the psychological consequences of participating in aspirational access, an
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emerging form of access-based consumption. Study 1 begins with an exploratory
qualitative study to investigate owners’ perceptions of aspirational access-based
consumption services. Specifically, Study 1 is a netnographic analysis, a virtual
ethnographic method, consisting of 141 posts collected from two community sites
targeted towards owners of high-end handbags and watches. The posts contain
community member opinions about aspirational access services that offer access to highend products and their consumers. This analysis resulted in a set of four themes, which
along with relevant existing literature, leads to the identification of key variables as they
relate to the perceptions of aspirational access participation. Study 2 builds on the results
of Study 1 to investigate the unique impact of aspirational access-based consumption
compared to ownership using an experimental approach. Psychological consequences are
then evaluated from the consumers’ viewpoint in order to understand two keys aspects—
perceptions of the self and perceptions of the brand.
These results are then used to develop two additional quantitative studies. First,
Study 3 will extend the findings of Study 2 by investigating how differing levels of brand
curation (i.e., non-curation, general curation, and personalized curation) may enhance
outcomes of the aspirational access experience. In doing so, the mediating role of selfimage congruence with the brand is also examined. Finally, Study 4 replicates the
mediating role of self-image congruence while taking into account the moderating role of
trust in the curator, as well as the role of perceived in-group status. Additionally, Study 4
investigates similarities and differences between curated aspirational accessors and
owners in regards to perceived in-group status and self-image congruity with the
aspirational brand. Particularly, this research explores whether it is possible for accessors
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that receive curated selections to then adopt some of the same perceptions as owners.
Study 4 investigates real consumers of an aspirational access-based fashion service using
survey data, rather than utilizing an experimental approach as in Studies 2 and 3. A
discussion of the results of these studies, and the resulting theoretical and practitioner
implications, will then be discussed.

13

LITERATURE REVIEW
Aspirational Consumption
Aspirations are long-term goals that an individual wishes and expects to
accomplish in his or her lifetime (Troung, McColl, Kitchen, 2010). They are often
associated with psychological needs, such as the need for self-acceptance (i.e. esteem and
autonomy), affiliation, and financial success (Kasser and Ryan, 1993). The motive to
fulfill these needs drives individuals towards their ideal self (Malär, Krohmer, Hoyer, and
Nyffenegger, 2011). An individual’s ideal self is the version of one’s self that he or she
would like to be (Sirgy, 1982). This idealized version is represented by an individual’s
hopes, wishes, and aspirations (Higgins, 1987). Aspirations in a sense represent the
“vision” that an individual hopes to fulfill and the ideal self is believed to be an emotional
driver of intentional change to reach that goal (Boyatzis and Akrivou, 2006). One such
way an individual seeks to reach that vision is through aspirational consumption. That is,
consumers are often motivated to purchase products and services that help them reach
their idealized selves (Sirgy, 1985) due to the symbolic nature of brands (Kressmann et
al., 2006). For instance, consumers that are driven by the desire for status will seek
prestige brands with prominent status symbols and pay a premium to display this identity
to others (Han, Nunes, and Drèze, 2010). Ownership of these goods provides hedonistic
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benefits to consumers, as well as increased self-esteem and perceived status level by
others (O’Cass and Frost, 2002; Malär et al., 2011).
However, some consumers are limited by their current circumstances and cannot
purchase these brands. These are referred to as aspirational brands. Aspirational brands
are defined by Trocchia, Saine, and Luckett (2015, p. 332) as “currently unaffordable
“dream brands” for which an individual possesses a desire to purchase upon reaching a
higher professional status, income and/or social class.” Based on this definition, luxury
brands are a commonly identified type of aspirational brand since they are limited to a
select target of consumers given their premium price point and the ability to fulfill status
and prestige goals (Truong, McColl, Kitchen, 2010; Han, Nunes, and Drèze, 2010).
However, aspirational brands do not only include luxury brands. Aspiration-driven
consumption is not limited to people at the top of the income pyramid or just about
“keeping up with the Joneses” (Sheth, Sethia, and Srinivas, 2011). A Porsche 911 and a
Toyota Prius could both be considered an aspirational brand depending on the person’s
idealized self. An environmentally conscious individual may desire to own a Toyota
Prius given that it is a hybrid car that signals an altruistic reputation, rather than the
financial status associated with a Porsche 911 (Griskevicius, Tybur, and Van den Bergh,
2010).
There are, however, three distinct attributes of an aspirational brand as identified
by Trocchia, Saine, and Luckett (2015)—1) product is desirable, 2) purchase is currently
unfeasible, and 3) purchase is plausible in the future. The brand may be unfeasible to
purchase in the present due to a variety of factors. The most common reason is that the
purchase price is economically prohibitive given a consumer’s current socio-economic
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status (Trocchia et al., 2015). Consumers may also be limited by their physical location.
This includes being restricted by lack of available space to store items permanently or by
the brand’s exclusive distribution system (Lamberton and Rose, 2012). Since current
brand purchase is unattainable for these consumers, aspirational brands are typically
acquired through traditional ownership in the future. The concept of traditional
ownership will be discussed next.
Traditional Ownership
American society is often referred to as an ownership society (Bardhi and
Eckhardt, 2012; Brown, Kuttner, and Shapiro, 2005). For instance, ownership (land,
home, car) has long been viewed as a symbol of achieving the American dream, an
idealized notion of self-fulfillment (Calder, 1999). Owners are viewed as a better type of
citizen and a model of who others should aspire to be (Bardhi and Eckhart, 2012). These
ideals have spread to other parts of the world and do not solely exist in the United States
(Rosenburg, 1982). Due to these cultural values, as well as government and market
practices, ownership has long been considered “the normative ideal among modes of
consumption” (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012, p. 894). As a result, ownership, and
associated possession practices, have been the central interest of marketing researchers.
Ownership has been conceptualized as a special relationship or association between a
person and an object (Heider, 1958; Snare, 1972).
According to property rights theory, resources (e.g., land) represent a bundle of
property rights yielding ownership (Demsetz, 1967; Alchian and Demsetz, 1973). Four
types of property rights have been identified in the literature (Furubotn and Pejovich,
1972; Moeller and Wittkowski, 2010):
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(1)

the right to use a good;

(2)

the right to retain the benefit or profit of a good;

(3)

the right to convert the form and structure of a good; and

(4)

the right to transfer one or more of these rights to other persons.

Legally these are respectively referred to by Moeller and Wittkowski (2010, p.
178) as “1) ius usus, 2) ius usus fructus, 3) ius abusus, and 4) ius abutendi”. While this
theory initially focused on land property rights (Feder and Feeny, 1991), marketers have
noted that the possession and ownership of marketplace goods implies these four property
rights as well (Moeller and Wittkowski, 2010). Within access-based consumption in
which a consumer pays for the right to access a product for a limited duration of time, not
all of these rights apply. For example, when consumers pay for access to a product, they
obtain the 1) right to use the product and 2) right to retain the benefit yielded from the use
of the product (Moeller and Wittkowski, 2010). Yet the last two property rights (the right
to convert the product and the right to transfer property rights) remain with the owner, in
this case the service provider, and do not transfer to the accessor (Schaefers, Lawson, and
Kukar-Kinney, 2016). That is, the ownership of a product entitles the owner to not only
use the product exclusively, but also grants the owner absolute control over the object.
Such sole ownership facilitates freedom and responsibility toward the object and
initiates clear boundaries between oneself and others (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012). In
traditional ownership, consumers often identify with goods, and their possessions can
become an important part of their extended self (Belk, 1988). Richins (1994) states that
consumers own objects for the value that they provide and that this value resides in the
product’s meanings. Owners may use possessions to help narrate their life story and
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signal who they are (Kleine, Kleine, and Allen, 1995). For example, a suit that “makes
me feel good about myself” can portray a person’s individuality and “me-ness” (Kleine,
Kleine, and Allen, 1995, p. 327). At other times, consumers may use these possessions to
symbolically transform or reconstruct their self-concept (Schouten, 1991; Belk, 1988).
This is particularly true for aspirational brands, recognized by researchers for their
transformative qualities (Megehee and Spake, 2012; Escalas and Bettman, 2005).
Aspirational brands are often used as a badge to indicate social attainment (Hall, 1993)
and assist consumers in creating a desired image (Hoe, Hogg, and Hart, 2003). Luxury
brands, a type of aspirational brand, are heavily symbolic (Berthon et al., 2009) and often
used to signal status (Han, Nunes, and Drèze, 2010), prestige (Amaldoss and Jain, 2005),
power (Rucker and Galinsky, 2008), and even happiness (Vigneron and Johnson, 2004).
Consumers proudly display luxury products to enhance their self-concept through
perceived affiliation with their aspirational groups (Lascu & Zinkhan, 1999; Kastanakis
and Balabanis, 2012).
For any type of good, however, there are a number of “burdens of ownership” that
must be considered as well (Berry and Maricle, 1973). Ownership demands cognitive
and emotional effort, which may create associated burdens and risks (Litwinski, 1942;
Rudmin, 2016). These include—risks with regard to product alteration, obsolescence, or
making an incorrect product selection; the full responsibility for maintenance and repair
of a good; and the initial, full cost of a good, even if the consumer only uses it
occasionally or infrequently (Berry and Maricle, 1973; Durgee and O’Connor, 1995).
Given these risks, or ownership burdens, consumers are turning increasingly towards
access-based consumption instead (Moeller and Wittkowski, 2010). Recent research
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shows that access-based service usage and, subsequently, ownership reduction are
positively influenced by financial, performance, and social risk perceptions associated
with ownership (Schaefers, Lawson, Kukar-Kinney, 2016). For instance, for highinvolvement products in which performance risk perceptions would be higher, sharing
allows a consumer to access the good on a trial basis thereby providing dissonance
avoidance (Ozanne and Ballantine, 2010).
Further, through aspirational access, consumers are now able to access
aspirational brands that they could not afford to own or were unable to own due to these
burdens of ownership while attaining some of the benefits of ownership on the basis of
access-based payments (Lovelock and Gummesson, 2004). This means that consumers
no longer have to rely on traditional ownership to acquire aspirational brands, but rather
can temporarily access them. To better understand aspirational access, it is essential to
first review the concept of access-based consumption itself.
Understanding Access-Based Consumption
Access-based consumption represents an alternative means of product acquisition.
Specifically, within access-based services “multiple consumers successively gain
temporal, short-term access to a good, while legal ownership remains with the service
provider” (Schaefers, Lawson, and Kukar-Kinney, 2016, p. 3). Consumers receive access
to a product, rather than a transfer of ownership. Modern access-based consumption,
such as car sharing, relies heavily on market mediation and is underlined by the profit
motive of economic exchange (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012, p. 885). It is often referred to
as the “sharing economy” since it represents a form of fee-based pseudo-sharing (Zervas,
Proserpio, and Byers, 2017). Access-based consumption takes place in organized online
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systems or networks, in which consumers conduct pseudo-sharing activities, such as the
short-term lending of goods and services (Belk, 2014b; Möhlmann, 2015; Botsman and
Rogers, 2010; Hamari, Sjöklint, and Ukkonen, 2015). For example, Toys Trunk is an
online company that facilitates short-term access to children’s toys for a weekly fee. This
allows children to reuse and share toys, offering a greater variety of experiences that
would otherwise be expensive to manage.
Access-based consumption strictly excludes gift giving (a permanent transfer of
ownership) and traditional marketplace exchange (Belk, 2014a). Yet it is also unique
from other types of non-ownership, including renting and collaborative consumption.
There is overlap between researchers’ definitions of access-based consumption and
collaborative consumption. Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012, p.881) define access-based
consumption as “transactions that may be market mediated in which no transfer of
ownership takes place”, which are “enabled through sharing or pooling of
resources/products/services redefined through technology and peer communities.” Belk
(2014a) states that collaborative consumption is actually a specific type of access-based
consumption described by Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012). More precisely, Benoit et al.
(2017) state that the accessed products within collaborative consumption are provided by
a peer service provider and not owned by the provider itself (see Table 1). A prime
example would be Uber, which relies on consumers to act as peer service providers by
utilizing their own vehicles to provide transportation services to other consumers.
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Table 1

Non-Ownership Consumption Types
Renting

Access based
consumption

Collaborative
consumption

Number and type of
actors

Dyadic,
between
provider and
customer

Dyadic, between
provider and
customer

Triadic, between a
platform provider, a
peer service provider
and a customer

Nature of exchange

No ownership
transfer, longer,
fixed period of
agreed
consumption
time, mostly
investment
goods,
sequential use

No ownership
transfer, shorter
periods of
agreed
consumption
time, sequential
use

No ownership
transfer, shorter
periods of agreed
consumption time of
underutilized assets
from the peer service
provider, sequential
use

Adapted from Benoit et al. (2017)
Access-based consumption and collaborative consumption share many similarities
that make them different than traditional renting. Existing research has identified three
primary distinctions—reliance on Web 2.0, self-service collaboration, and nature of
exchange (Belk, 2014a; Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012; Zervas, Proserpio, and Byers, 2017;
Benoit et al., 2017). First, access-based consumption, as well as collaborative
consumption, its more specific business model, are both enabled through digital
technology (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012). Access is often referred to as a technological
phenomenon since all pseudo-sharing activity is coordinated through online service
platforms (Hamari, Sjöklint, and Ukkonen, 2015). These platforms may be in the form of
websites or mobile apps. Second, access-based consumption is different from traditional
rentals as it requires self-service and therefore, as stated by Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012),
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is more collaborative. Finally, the nature of exchange separates traditional renting from
access-based consumption. In both acquisition modes, the consumer receives access to a
good with no transfer of ownership (Wittkowski, Moeller, and Wirtz, 2013). However,
researchers often make the distinction that access-based consumption involves shorter
rental times (Belk, 2014a; Eckhardt and Bardhi, 2016). For example, they note that
within the traditional rental business model, cars may be rented for days or leased for
several years. However, with collaborative consumption services, such as Uber or
ZipCar, consumers may rent cars on demand for minutes or hours at a time (Belk, 2014a).
Yet, in some cases ZipCar users may choose to rent a car for days at a time and, further,
the difference between renting for an hour versus a day is different only by a matter of
degree.
The primary distinction identified is that access is more flexible than renting and
allows consumers to rent and share as needed since the nature of exchange for access is
subscription or membership based. For example, consumers can temporarily gain access
to cars or clothing for a membership, fee and because of this perceived membership, there
is often interdependency between participating consumers not found in traditional rentals
(Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012). Instead, renting typically requires a fixed period of
consumption time as determined by a contract, primarily for investment goods (Benoit et
al., 2017). This creates a sense of dependency not seen in access-based consumption.
Rather, since access is membership based and accessors may choose to decide when to
exchange brand offerings for something different or even when to leave the service, it
reflects a stronger commitment to the aspirational lifestyle. While traditional renting
often holds a negative connotation (Durgee and O’Connor, 1995), researchers suggest
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that consumers are more open to access-based consumption as it has become more
pervasive (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012), and consumers have grown accustomed to
accessing goods like film and music online (Belk, 2014a).
Freedom from Ownership
Historically, ownership has been regarded as the ultimate expression of consumer
desire but this may be an outdated view (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012; Chen, 2009). As
Mont (2004, p. 139) argued, “people do not necessarily want a material product, rather
the utility, function, value, or service the product delivers.” Consumers are now
voluntarily opting into freedom from ownership for a number of reasons. While it was
once believed that consumers opted into non-ownership consumption, such as renting, in
the past for utilitarian reasons (Berry and Maricle, 1973), it is now accepted that in the
present consumers are looking for experience, not simply utility, in product consumption
(Silverstein, Fiske, and Butman, 2005). Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012, p. 881) state that
instead of buying and owning things, consumers “prefer to pay for the experience of
temporarily accessing” goods. Recent research in the area has identified several aspects
of the sharing economy that motivate consumers to choose non-ownership consumption
alternatives. These fall into three broad categories—social, economic, and environmental.
Social Benefits
Access-based consumption relies heavily on social dynamics to operate (Hamari,
Sjöklint, and Ukkonen, 2015). The development of access-based consumption was born
from modern day sharing in the context of digital goods (Botsman and Rogers, 2010),
such as peer-to-peer music sharing (David, 2010) and peer-to-peer information sharing
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(e.g., Wikipedia; Nov, 2007). Web 2.0 and new technologies enhanced our ability to
share with each other and normalized access versus ownership in the context of music
which has since spread to an acceptance of other forms of media like television shows
and movies (Bardhi and Eckhart, 2012). Belk (2014b; 2010) argues that the Internet
opened up this new era of sharing with brands now offering access to other products and
services with the likes of peer-to-peer matching services (Airbnb) and market-mediated
sharing services (Rent the Runway), which he deems pseudo-sharing. Sharing is “a
communal act that links us to other people” (Belk, 2010, p. 717).
Consequently, many consumers voluntarily choose to access products as it
provides a number of social benefits, including feelings of affiliation and social
interaction (Guiot and Roux, 2010). Consumers may also opt-into access-based
consumption not only to gain social benefits within the community (Belk, 2010), but
outside the community as well. Specifically, access-based consumption provides social
utility in gaining approval from one’s reference group (Lamberton and Rose, 2012).
Economic Benefits
Economic benefits are also a primary driver of interest in access-based
consumption initiatives. Extrinsic rewards, in the form of economic outcomes, have been
found to positively influence intentions to participate in access-based consumption
(Hamari, Sjöklint, and Ukkonen, 2015). This includes saving money since access to use
a good tends to be a cheaper option than ownership of the same good (Moeller and
Wittkowski, 2010). Thus, while research has stressed the hedonic aspects of accessbased consumption and sharing communities (e.g. enjoyment, Wasko and Faraj, 2000;
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belonging, Möhlmann, 2015), there are also rational and utility maximizing motivations
underlying participation as well (Hamari, Sjöklint, and Ukkonen, 2015).
First, access-based consumption offers economic benefits by facilitating
temporary access to resources at a lower-cost alternative to traditional ownership.
Specifically, modern forms of access-based consumption have increased consumer access
to products that historically have relied on exclusivity as part of their branding strategy
(Belk, 2014a), such as those offered by aspirational brands. For example, a Gucci GG
Marmont handbag would normally retail at $2,300 and would be sold to a specific type of
luxury consumer. However, the sharing economy expands this narrow market to a
broader network of consumers (Belk, 2014a). Consumers who in the past would have
opted out altogether or had to save for years to purchase the handbag, can now pay a
more affordable monthly fee (from $2,300 retail to $200/month from Bag Borrow or
Steal) to access the designer handbag instead. Access-based consumption then provides
the marketplace with aspirational brands, and perhaps the associated status, at an
affordable price.
Second, access allows consumers to save money in a number of different ways.
In fact, “saving money” is recognized as one of the top benefits for engaging in the
sharing economy (Mithun, 2012). The medium itself tends to reduce prices since costs
and expenses are reduced through second hand purchases and reuse inherent in sharing
(Gerstner, 2014). Take for instance the example of the Gucci GG Marmont handbag
(retail value, $2,300) provided above, the handbag is sequentially used across members
of the rental site Bag Borrow or Steal, lowering the overall cost to $200 per month.
Additionally, consumers who are paying for access do not have to consider the
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maintenance of a product and avoid such burdens of ownership and the monetary cost
associated with it (Marchand, Walker, and Cooper, 2010). Consumers who choose to
opt-out of car ownership and into car sharing services like ZipCar not only save money
on the vehicles, but on associated burdens of car ownership, such as oil changes, tire
rotation, and more. Market research firm Frost and Sullivan (2010) has estimated that a
car owner who typically drives 12,000 miles a year could save over $1,800 annually by
switching to a car sharing service.
Environmental Benefits
Access-based consumption is often viewed not only as economically sound, but
also ecologically sound, since it involves the sharing of goods and services (Hamari,
Sjöklint, and Ukkonen, 2015). This is a growing concern for consumers who are
voluntarily reducing consumption in order to improve their own quality of life and over a
concern for the environment (Ballantine and Creery, 2010; Shaw and Newholm, 2002).
Environmental concern is fueled by recent research which suggests that consumerism is
now harming the environment with individuals using resources beyond the Earth’s
current capacity (Assadourian, 2010). The outcomes associated with such over
consumption may be avoidable given that 80% of household items are used only once a
month (Botsman and Rogers, 2010). Participation in access-based consumption services
is expected to produce a more sustainable option since it entails a shift away from
individual ownership (e.g., “one car per person”) to collective access (e.g., “peer-to-peer”
car sharing), which may help to reduce pollution and excessive energy usage by
decreasing overall consumption and wastefulness (Prothero et al., 2011). In the instance
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of car sharing, research indicates that participants can reduce their emissions by up to
50% (Botsman and Rogers, 2010).
Access-based consumption leads to the increased usage of one single product that
is sequentially used by multiple consumers during its lifespan (Möhlmann, 2015).
Ideally, this should decrease the consumption and accumulation of products that a
consumer purchases over time, thereby decreasing future demand and production as well
(Phipps et al., 2013; Moeller and Wittkowski, 2010). This also helps to protect future
generations since waste is avoided and overproduction is countered (Mont, 2004).
Therefore, access-based consumption is an appealing alternative for individuals with a
pro-environmental focus (Ozanne and Ballantine, 2010). Aspirational access allows
consumers to live an aspirational lifestyle while avoiding overconsumption and the
associated negative impact on the environment.
Accessing Aspirations
Beyond the social, economic, and environmental benefits previously described,
aspirational access—that is the access of aspirational brands—may provide a number of
other benefits to the consumer. For example, temporarily accessing aspirational brands
may serve as a lifestyle facilitator in that it allows consumers to benefit from the use of
products and services that would normally be outside of their economic means and
provides a greater variety of experiences (Bernthal, Crockett, and Rose, 2005; Bardhi and
Eckhardt, 2017; Botsman and Rogers, 2010). In his seminal article on the extended self,
Belk (1988) theorized you are what you own; however, given the growing phenomenon
of access-based consumption as an alternative to traditional ownership, Belk (2014a)
suggests you now may be what you access. Through aspirational access-based
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consumption, consumers are provided with temporary access to aspirational brands that
represent their ideal self. That is, rather than waiting to purchase these dream brands in
the future, consumers are able to benefit from the use of these products in the present.
This dissertation attempts to holistically understand how aspirational access (versus
traditional ownership) of aspirational brands impacts consumers in regards to self- and
brand related perceptions.
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EXPLORING ASPIRATIONAL ACCESS
Theoretical Foundations
The majority of marketing research has investigated consumer behavior as it
pertains to ownership of goods, rather than access. As such, psychological ownership
theory is the starting point to provide the theoretical foundations on which the rest of this
research will be built since ownership represents the norm. The literature on
psychological ownership theory provides insights into how owners perceive the value of
their own goods and suggests answers to the questions of how they may view accessed
goods. That is, by first understanding ownership itself, it allows for an easier
investigation into how aspirational access-based consumption may be different.
Psychological ownership theory states that ownership alone is sufficient to
increase the perceived value of a good (Morewedge and Giblin, 2015). Research
suggests that ownership creates an association between the item and the self whereby this
possession-self link increases the value of the good (Dommer and Swaminathan, 2013).
Thus, a higher value is typically attributed to the ownership of the good. This consumerobject relationship is referred to as “mere ownership effect”, a bias in which a target
object is rated more favorably by an owner than by a nonowner (Beggan, 1992). This is
proposed to occur because ownership creates a psychological association between the
object and the owner, as well as an individual’s tendency to make self-enhancing
29

judgments regarding their abilities and traits (Beggan, 1992). For example, the name
letter effect suggests that people prefer letters of the alphabet that are in their own name
(Hoorens et al., 1990; Mandel, 2002). Research shows that consumers are more likely to
choose brands that start with letters from their names (Brendl et al., 2005).
The “endowment effect” is another example of psychological ownership theory
(Thaler, 1980; Mandel, 2002). The endowment effect demonstrates that people who own
a good value it more than non-owners (Morewedge and Giblin, 2015). Specifically, it
states that people who own a certain good will require a significantly larger sum of
money to give it up than they would be willing to pay to acquire it (Kahneman, Knetsch,
and Thaler, 1990). Possessions are, therefore, evaluated at a premium.
Psychological ownership theory proposes that self-associations cause these effects
to occur. Ownership creates a “non-transferrable valenced association between the self
and the good” (Morewedge and Giblin, 2015, p. 343). Goods are evaluated based on the
self and since most self-evaluations are positive, the new association is usually positive as
well (Beggan, 1992). That is, implicit evaluations of the self tend to transfer to the good
(Greenwald and Banaji, 1995). These goods also become part of the individual’s identity
and extended self (Belk, 1988). Consequently, the potential loss of a good is perceived as
a threat to one’s self, increasing the value of the good because of the individual’s
attachment (Shu and Peck, 2011). However, mere ownership effect goes beyond “loss
aversion”, it has been shown that owners find goods to be more appealing and attractive
simply because they own them (Morewedge et al., 2009).
Based on this review of psychological ownership theory, most research on the
topic focuses on owners’ evaluations in comparison to non-owners. However, a gap
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exists in understanding the difference between owners and a specific type of non-owner,
specifically access-based consumers. Accessors may be different from a typical non-user
that has opted out of possessing a product altogether. They are increasingly becoming a
more prevalent type of consumer in the marketplace (Lamberton and Rose, 2012;
Botsman and Rogers, 2010) choosing to access desired goods for a period of time rather
than purchasing. Psychological ownership theory even suggests that these consumers
may perceive themselves as owners since perceived ownership can exist without legal
ownership (Jussila et al., 2015). For example, Hulland, Thompson, and Smith (2015)
state that consumers have the ability to experience perceived ownership in social media
environments, such as virtual worlds like World of Warcraft, when an individual’s needs
for belongingness and self-identity are met. However, it is currently unknown whether
an accessors’ perceived ownership would yield the same benefits as a legal owner or if a
disconnect may exist between the two types.
As perceptions of aspirational access-based consumption have not been
investigated from an owners’ viewpoint or in comparison to other modes of product
acquisition, this research begins with an exploratory qualitative study seeking to uncover
perceptions of access-based consumption and accessed products from the viewpoint of
the dominant marketplace consumer—owners. Thus, an exploratory approach is used to
initially gain insights about perceptions of aspirational access by first addressing the
question—What are owners’ perceptions regarding aspirational access?
Study One
In order to holistically understand aspirational access, owners of aspirational
brands are first explored. While psychological ownership theory provides insights into
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how owners perceive their own belongings, it is also important to understand how they
perceive non-owners who pay for access to aspirational brands. Therefore, a qualitative
pilot study was conducted to uncover owners’ attitudes toward aspirational access-based
consumption. Is it viewed in a positive light or may owners be indifferent since it does
not directly impact them? Alternatively, owners may view aspirational access as similar
to traditional rentals. This is an important consideration since research regarding
traditional rentals suggests that owners hold a negative perception of renters and the
rented goods (Durgee and O’Connor, 1995). In order to explore this concept, a
netnographic analysis was conducted. Netnography is a virtual ethnographic method that
allows researchers to explore consumer belief systems online where abundant
information is readily available (Brown, Kozinets, and Sherry, 2003; Kozinets, 1997). It
involves observing and collecting data from publicly available consumer discussions to
study processes and patterns of consumer behavior (Nelson and Otnes, 2005).
The purpose of this study was to explore perceptions of aspirational access and
the subscribers of these services. This investigation focused on community sites geared
towards high-end handbags and watches, two commonly accessed accessories that
represent a popular form of aspirational access-based consumption. Following the
procedures outlined by Kozinets (2002, p.63), suitable communities were chosen based
on the following criteria—1) focused and relevant group, 2) high postings “traffic”, and
3) large number of members. For the handbag category, www.purseforum.com was
selected. With over 500,000 members and 31 million posts, it claims to be the “world’s
largest designer fashion community”. For the watch category, www.watchuseek.com
was selected as it touts itself as the “most visited watch forum site” with over 300,000
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members and nearly 12 million posts. Members of these communities share images of
their own watches/handbags and list the brands owned in their signature as a status
symbol. Therefore, these sites were chosen for their niche focus since it also provides
insights from highly-involved consumers who are verified owners.
An open-ended question was posted on the forums for both sites asking users
about services that provide the opportunity to access, without purchasing, high-end
watches or handbags. A projective technique was used to avoid any possible bias.
Asking a direct question about aspirational access may have biased responses since
owners have been known to hold negative beliefs of traditional non-ownership
acquisition (i.e. renting). Projective techniques involve asking questions in an indirect
fashion, which then encourages respondents to reply in a more revealing and meaningful
way than may have been otherwise possible (Sherry and Kozinets, 2011).
Therefore, the question was worded as an attempt to request recommendations for an
access-based service rather than a direct request for opinions about access. For
purseforum.com the prompt read:
“Hey ladies, I've been looking into different purse and accessory rental
companies but not sure which ones are actually worth it. Do you have any
recommendations for a site where I can rent or borrow handbags?”
The question was then revised to fit the watch context and posted on
watchuseek.com. When available, archived messages on the sites about the topic of
interest were downloaded as well, a common netnographic practice (e.g., Nelson and
Otnes, 2005; Kozinets, 2002), to provide analytic depth and realism (Brown, Kozinets,
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and Sherry, 2003). A total of 141 original posts, including interactions amongst
members, regarding aspirational access services were collected.
A grounded theory method of coding was used to uncover emerging patterns in
the data (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Corbin and Strauss, 2008). Posts were read and
summarized by the initial researcher to code initial themes. Then the posts were re-read
and these themes were used to categorize the data, with two additional trained marketing
researchers recruited as judges. Each judge was provided with a code and brief
description for each theme and asked to classify each user response into its suitable
category. Instances in which coding discrepancies arose were resolved through
discussion amongst the judges. An important factor that must be considered when
analyzing the results and further judging the quality of any qualitative research study is
reliability (Patton, 2002). As such, simple agreement, one of the most popular
coefficients used by researchers to assess the coding reliability within netnography
research (Rageh, Melewar, and Woodside, 2013), is assessed. Simple agreement, or
inter-rater agreement, represents the number of agreements divided by the total number
of ratings and ranges from 0 (no agreement) to 1 (perfection agreement) (Neuendorf,
2017). In the current study, 94.7% agreement was achieved indicating consistency across
coding (Neuendorf, 2017).
Findings
Through this analysis, four themes based on owners’ opinions and perceptions
regarding the use of aspirational access services emerged. Table 2 shows the resulting
themes. These findings are further detailed below with supporting quotes of site users,
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identified using a pseudonym for confidentiality, date the user joined the forum, and the
total number of posts written by the user on the site as an indication of involvement.
Table 2

Owners’ Perceptions of Access-Based Consumption

Response Category
Negative Views of Access:

Illustrative Quote
“Sounds great at first, but I've noticed
that people who lease don't give a spit
about those products and after a year or
two those watches might not look so
hot.”
“Not for me, I simply don't wear/drive
things that I can't afford to buy.”

Frequency
53.6%

Temporary State:

“It would be nice to test drive time pieces
but for me a watch is a personal
relationship.”

18%

Opportunity for Owners:

“I haven't borrowed a bag but have sold
a few to Bag Borrow or Steal. I got paid
quickly and the selling experience
was good.”

7.5%

Presents critical views of
aspirational access-based
services and users

Self-Authenticity:

Describes aspirational accessbased consumers as part of an
out-group
Addresses the belief that
aspirational access is a
transitory stage

Identifies benefits that owners
might obtain from aspirational
access-based consumption
participation

20.9%

Owners’ Perceptions of Aspirational Access
The netnography uncovered a clear divide between owners’ perceptions of
themselves and non-owners (i.e. accessors). Overall, owners’ perceptions of aspirational
access-based consumption services that allowed consumers to access high-end goods
were overwhelmingly negative. Site members not only expressed their opinions about
the service itself, but also about the aspirational accessors themselves. These comments
mimic views of traditional rentals, a form of non-ownership, which has historically been
viewed as an inferior mode of consumption (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012). Renters are
often perceived to be flawed consumers of lower financial power and status (Durgee and
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O’Connor, 1995) who misallocate their purchasing power (Rowlands and Gurney, 2000).
Even further, renters are often viewed to be irresponsible as its believed they abuse and
neglect rented items since they lack pride of ownership (Durgee and O’Connor, 1995).
There were many examples of these beliefs within the posts, such as:
“This (watch access service) is like the bag renting for women. They rent
purses/bags when they can’t really afford to buy. It’s a fake persona and it’s
gross. No thanks!” (Brandon, watchuseek.com member since July 2013, 513
forum posts)

“Another worry is sanitation – a bag is a pretty personal item. Not sure I would
feel all that comfortable borrowing a bag that has been used by several others.”
(Joie, purseforum.com member since October 2016, 620 forum posts)

“For me, wearing a rented watch would be like wearing a replica watch. I would
be embarrassed.” (Gary, watchuseek.com member since October 2009, 3,953
forum posts)

“This sort of rental might be good for people with difficulty controlling their
spending.” (Charles, watchuseek.com member since December 2009, 10,200
forum posts)

Related to owners’ negative beliefs about aspirational access is the second
theme— self-authenticity, or being true to one’s self. In many instances, site users
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believed aspirational accessors to be poseurs pretending to be someone they are not.
Perceptions of self-authenticity are likely heightened due to the fact that this type of highend access tends to focus on providing access to aspirational brands. These aspirational
brands often relate to the consumers’ ideal self and are viewed as a means of selfimprovement (Malär et al., 2011; Sirgy, 1982). As Nathan (watchuseek.com member
since August 2009, 920 forum posts) mentioned, “A portion of their clientele will be
those attending a high school reunion.” This quote illustrates that there is a belief that
people use these accessed brands to boost their image when needed, but are not core, or
authentic, users of the brand. Rather, the aspirational accessors are seen as part of the
out-group, while owners tend to claim in-group status by virtue of owning a brand’s core
offering (Bellezza and Keinan, 2014).
The quotes within this theme illustrate a perceived separation between owners and
aspirational accessors. The owners describe aspirational access as being okay for some
people, just not them. For example, Ross (watchuseek.com member since November
2015, 200 forum posts) states that it is an interesting idea, nevertheless, the idea of access
does not appeal to him personally. Instead, he prefers the “pride of ownership”, but
understands how some people would get pleasure in wearing high-end watches for a short
time. The owners then tended to elaborate on the types of people that may access
aspirational brands and questioned the authenticity of those individuals. This provides
support that owners do classify themselves as a type of in-group.
Aspirational accessors on the other hand are considered part of the out-group
since they are non-core users. Bellezza and Keinan (2014) define non-core users as
individuals who attempt to achieve in-group brand status by purchasing a non-core
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product, such as the purchase of a Prada key chain. While aspirational accessors are
obtaining the core product, they do so only temporarily and likely are still viewed as a
non-core user since they are not the prototypical brand consumer. This has important
implications for the accessed brand since brands may lose their exclusivity when noncore users adopt the brand (Berger and Heath, 2008). This has been shown to have a
number of negative consequences for the brand, including core user abandonment
(Berger and Heath, 2008), dilution of the brand image (Amaldoss and Jain, 2005), and
devaluation of the brand (Dubois and Paternault, 1995). These negative consequences
are accentuated when out-group members try to claim in-group status (Bellezza and
Keinan, 2014), such as within aspirational access, since mimicry is often viewed by the
in-group as a threat to their distinctiveness (White and Argo, 2011). For example:
“I’ve heard of the idea before. It’s not for me, I think it would make me feel
fake.” (Charles, watchuseek.com member since March 2013, 1,093 forum posts)

“Not for me, but I can see how it could appeal to some. To me, renting a highend watch to wear out to some event to impress people or give the impression of
wealth/class is pretending. If this service is designed with that purpose in mind,
or if that’s how some people choose to use it, then I’m not a fan.” (Thomas,
watchuseek.com member since February 2013, 898 forum posts)

“As if the world doesn’t have enough poseurs as it is….” (Ben, watchuseek.com
member since March 2013, 1,666 forum posts)
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However, not all of the comments about aspirational access-based consumption
services were negative. Other owners found aspirational access to be an acceptable,
albeit temporary, stepping stone to true ownership. These perceptions are consistent with
prior literature that suggests access-based consumption (versus ownership) is seen as a
temporary state (Bardhi and Eckhart, 2012). This may be an artifact of traditional views
of renters as being in a transitory life stage (Durgee and O’Connor, 1995). Indeed, some
renters view their own current circumstances as temporary or short term (Varady and
Lipman, 1994). This stage is often characterized as being mobile and flexible since it
leaves individuals more open to change and open to acquisition of the next thing, as well
as the ability to try different things (Mont, 2008; Bardhi and Eckhart, 2017; Bardhi,
Eckhardt, and Arnould, 2012). Examples include:
“Sure, I will always try to rent first a genuine bag model I’m seriously eyeing for
purchase! That is the only way to test a bag under all circumstances (indoors,
outdoors, park, work, leisure time, date, travel...) with all your stuff inside, and
see if it really works for you or not before buying it. So, renting before buying has
always been a great way to test run it first!” (Rose, purseforum.com member
since May 2014, 990 forum posts)

“This could also be used to “test drive” high end watches you are considering
buying, which I can understand. Spending a few hundred to try a product you are
considering spending tens of thousands on isn’t such a bad idea.” (Thomas,
watchuseek.com member since February 2013, 898 forum posts)

39

“I have never borrowed a bag, but I wish I had, it would have prevented me from
buying some which I find heavy, uncomfortable or worth the price tag! [sic]
Testing them for a week or two could be very useful.” (Maria, purseforum.com
member since February 2012, 7,068 forum posts)

Another theme that emerged from the forums illustrates a key aspect of
aspirational access and focuses on a positive benefit for owners. Making use of excess
capacity is one of the foundational premises of access-based consumption, in some cases
redistributing used goods to where they are wanted (Botsman and Rogers, 2010). While
some users were entirely against the idea, as Pete (watchuseek.com member since
September 2013, 664 forum posts) said, “I wouldn’t be comfortable knowing my watch is
like the village bicycle,” other users viewed access-based services as an opportunity for
owners to make the most of unwanted or unused goods. That is, some owners were
interested in selling, or even loaning, their own watches or purses to the access-based
services. Access itself is fueled by the sharing or pooling of resources (i.e., products),
which allows excess capacity to be used more efficiently and sustainability (Bardhi and
Eckhardt, 2012; Linton, Grant-Muller, and Gale, 2014).
“An interesting twist might be to see how it would work if I wanted to put some
watches that I own but don’t wear into their rental pool. Anyone ever done that?
Not super anxious to do it but curious.” (Luis, watchuseek.com member since
November 2015, 128 forum posts)

40

“I’ve sold bags to BagBorroworSteal before and I’ve been very happy with my
experiences.” (Kris, purseforum.com member since May 2010, 5,813 forum
posts)

Overall, the findings from the netnography provide important insights in regards
to perceptions of aspirational access-based consumption services and their subscribers
from the viewpoint of core users and owners. Ari (watchuseek.com member since
January 2011, 2,081 forum posts), a self-proclaimed watch enthusiast and collector,
stated that one of the problems with aspirational access is that “after you spent that much
money, in the end you're really left with nothing ... well, except the 'experience' of
wearing a luxury watch ... so, not for me.” This experience, however, is a key reason that
some consumers choose to access versus own. Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012, p. 881)
explicitly state that current consumers opt-into modern forms of access-based
consumption, such as aspirational access, because they “prefer to pay for the experience”
of temporarily accessing certain goods. This experience may yield a number of benefits
to the aspirational accessor, including the opportunity to temporarily live out a lifestyle
he or she may not otherwise be able to afford (Lawson, 2010; Schiel, 2015) and improve
quality of life by reducing consumption (Ballantine and Creery, 2010).
Despite these benefits for accessors, the netnography findings suggest that there
may be potentially undesirable aspects of aspirational access-based consumption to
explore. Specifically, access-based consumption does carry negative connotations from
the viewpoint of owners that is similar to traditional renting. This ranged from the belief
that accessors do not take care of their possessions as well as owners to the perception
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that access-based consumers are trying to pretend to be someone they are not. Further,
owners perceived aspirational accessors as non-core users, which may damage
perceptions of accessed brands that rely on exclusivity as part of their brand identity.
However, this is all from the viewpoint of owners of these high-end goods. The impact
on accessors and an understanding of their perceptions are still unknown. These findings,
therefore, help to focus the investigation of consumer perceptions of access, specifically
as it relates to the potentially negative consequences of aspirational access. The
following sections focus on whether aspirational accessors think of themselves in a
negative light the same way that owners were found to think of them, or whether
perceptions of the self are positive since accessors are receiving access to a dream brand.
Study 2 seeks to understand whether participation in aspirational access changes a
consumer’s perceptions of the self or brand and, further, whether there is a difference
between the perceptions of owners and aspirational accessors.
Study Two
Using psychological ownership theory as the theoretical foundation, along with
the qualitative study findings, perceptions of the self and brand are empirically explored
to understand the unique beliefs of aspirational accessors versus owners. While Study 1
presented the viewpoint of aspirational access solely from an owners’ perspective, Study
2 focuses on the aspirational accessors’ self- and brand-related perceptions in comparison
to the views that owners have of them. In accordance with existing literature and the
qualitative findings, two broad types of perceptions are empirically investigated—
perceptions of the self and the brand. Study 1 indicated that owners of aspirational
brands may look down upon access-based consumers as lesser than due to their perceived
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lower financial and social status. This mirrors previous findings on traditional modes of
non-ownership, such as renting (Durgee and O’Connor, 1995). The qualitative findings
suggested that owners believe these individuals are accessing items beyond their means
in order to play the role of someone in a higher status. Based on these findings, for
perceptions of the self, both self-esteem and self-authenticity are explored in Study 2.
Additionally, existing literature indicates that aspirational brands encourage desire for
their brand through limited access and rarity (Mittone and Savadori, 2009; Schroeder and
Salzer-Mörling, 2006). In the past, research has found that when luxury brands broaden
their availability to non-core users, perceptions of the brand are diminished (Dubois and
Paternault, 1995). However, in the case of aspirational brands, accessors may love the
brand even more since they are able to experience brand offerings despite any current
circumstances that prohibit them from owning the brand. Therefore, Study 2 aims to
understand how access may change perceptions of the brand in regards to brand
credibility, brand prestige, and brand uniqueness. Brand credibility focuses on the
believability of product information and whether the brand can carry out its promises
(Baek, Kim, and Yu, 2010), while brand prestige relates to the status of the brand
(Steenkamp, Batra, and Alden, 2003). Both focus on perceived value, however, brand
credibility is regarded as utilitarian value and brand prestige is the hedonic or social
aspect (Baek, Kim, and Yu, 2010). Brand uniqueness provides a more explicit evaluation
of how aspirational access-based consumption may impact brand image in relation to
competing brands. Each of the brand perceptions investigated provides a unique
understanding of how an aspirational brand may be impacted by aspirational access
participation.
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As previously detailed, psychological ownership theory suggests that ownership
increases the perceived value of a good (e.g., Beggan, 1992). However, it also states that
ownership may increase the perceived value of beliefs and ideas, such as attitudes toward
the self (Morewedge and Giblin, 2015). Accordingly, owners are likely to hold higher
perceptions of the self and the brand than aspirational accessors. Psychological
ownership provides the theoretical foundation for this research as to how ownership may
be valued in comparison to non-ownership. Recent research suggests that access-based
consumers may be able to form some sense of ownership toward accessed goods, but this
is a relatively unexplored phenomenon, and it is unknown whether psychological
ownership yields the same benefits as legal ownership (Hulland, Thompson, and Smith,
2015). Therefore, this research then pulls from self-discrepancy theory, which provides
additional support needed in order to understand perceptions of aspirational accessors.
The next section describes self-discrepancy theory.
Self-Discrepancy Theory
Self-discrepancy theory was initially proposed by Higgins (1987) and constructed
from historical literature that suggested self-inconsistencies produce emotional
discomfort and emotional problems (e.g., Heider, 1958; Lecky, 1961; Freud, 1923). For
example, Higgins (1987) developed his theory from Osgood and Tannenbaum’s (1955)
principle of congruity which theorizes that an individual’s incongruous beliefs influence
a change in attitude. However, unique to Higgins (1987) is the cause of such
inconsistencies, and how this particular type of incompatibility would lead to unique
types of discomfort and emotional responses. Specifically, self-discrepancy theory
suggests that individuals compare themselves to salient internalized standards (Higgins,
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1987, 1989). Self-discrepancies occur when this comparison falls short of that important
standard. For example, a number of studies in communication have investigated the link
between female media portrayals and self-discrepancies whereby women compare
themselves to a thin ideal body image (Harrison, 2000, 2001; Furnham, Badmin, and
Sneade, 2002). Women with high levels of body image self-discrepancy (i.e. those that
do not perceive themselves to look like the females portrayed in media) are more likely to
endure self-directed negative consequences, including self-esteem issues, weight concern,
and depression (Bessenoff, 2006). This illustrates comparisons to external standards,
such as media representations; however, an important standard of comparison may also
be one’s own self. For example, prior research has investigated discrepancies that may
occur when individuals compare themselves to their past selves (Sheeran, Abrams, and
Orbell, 1995). Sheeran et al. (1995) found that employment status made intrapersonal
comparisons more relevant and unemployed individuals who made comparisons to their
past selves had significantly lower self-esteem and depression.
The majority of self-discrepancy research focuses on the consequences of a
perceived gap between one’s actual and ideal self (e.g., Malär et al., 2011; Moretti and
Higgins, 1990; Vartanian, 2012). The actual self represents who an individual believes
he or she actually is at present (Higgins, 1987). On the other hand, the ideal self
represents a future, potential version of the self. The ideal self is linked to aspirational
consumption as consumers purchase brands that help them move up in society or reach a
long-term goal (Sheth, Sethia, and Srinivas, 2011; Truong, McColl, and Kitchen, 2010).
That is, the ideal self represents an aspirational version of who an individual would like
to be (Sirgy, 1982). Standards for the idealized self are increasing as consumers are no
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longer just trying to keep up with their neighbors (Sheth, Sethia, and Srinivas, 2011), but
are now constructing their idealized selves and aspirations to reflect reference groups
with five times the income (Schor, 1999).
If an individual perceives a gap, or discrepancy, between the actual and idealized
selves then the individual will experience negative emotions and anxiety (Higgins, 1987).
As an individual moves closer to his or her ideal self, the discrepancy is reduced, which
leads to more positive emotions and self-confidence (Malär et al., 2011). Thus,
consumers often work to deliberately enhance their self-concept in order to match their
actual and ideal selves (Graeff, 1996). One way consumers do so is by purchasing brands
that exemplify their ideal image since brands serve as an important means of selfexpression (Choi and Rifon, 2012). Both brands and consumers benefit when a
consumer’s self-image is congruent with the brand. Consumers experience higher levels
of self-esteem and are argued to be more brand loyal, which provides companies with a
competitive advantage since this type of relationship is difficult to imitate (Escalas and
Bettman, 2003; Malär et al., 2011). This dissertation will focus on self-discrepancy as it
relates to the perceived gap between aspirational accessors and owners of aspirational
brands. Specifically, the differences between aspirational access-based consumers and
owners are investigated through perceptions of the self and the brand.
Hypotheses Development
Perceptions of the Brand
Aspirational access participation should impact perceptions of the accessed, or
“shared”, brand. In many forms of aspirational access-based consumption, a company
will provide consumers access to a number of different brands. For example, Rent the
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Runway allows consumers to rent from a number of high-end clothing brands, including
Michael Kors, Oscar de la Renta, Moschino, and Vera Wang. These brands are built on
the sense of exclusivity, and in order to maintain this distinctiveness the number and type
of consumers who have access to the brand is often strategically limited (Amaldoss and
Jain, 2005; Truong, McColl, and Kitchen, 2009). This may be done by announcing
limited production of a product or restricting the availability of products through
exclusive distributors (Amaldoss and Jain, 2005). However, in this new sharing economy,
these aspirational brands are now available to a wider range of consumers who may not
have been able to afford them before (Lawson, 2010; Belk, 2014a).
In order to better understand the impact of increased brand availability through
aspirational access, three aspects of brand perception are investigated—brand prestige,
brand credibility, and brand uniqueness. Each provides a unique view of the potential
influence that aspirational access may have on brand offerings. Brand prestige refers to
status or esteem associated with a brand (Stokburger-Sauer, Ratneshwar, and Sen, 2012)
and is often related with brands of relative scarcity and higher prices (Bearden and Etzel,
1982). Prestige is considered to be the hedonic, or symbolic, aspect of a brand’s
perceived value (Baek, Kim, and Yu, 2010). Brand credibility is defined as the
believability of product information encompassed in the brand as it relates to the brand’s
expertise and trustworthiness (Erdem and Swait, 2004). It refers to whether a consumer
believes that the brand can fulfill its promises and is regarded as the more tangible, or
utilitarian, portion of perceived brand value (Baek, Kim, and Yu, 2010). The final brand
perception investigated is brand uniqueness, which refers to the degree to which the
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brand is different from competing brands in the same product category (Netemeyer et al.,
2004).
First, Study 2 considers how participation in aspirational access may change a
consumer’s perceptions of the accessed brand. Aspirational access allows consumers
who desire to own a dream brand the opportunity to temporarily experience the benefits
associated with owning aspirational brands, such as perceived increased status by others
(O’Cass and Frost, 2002). However, it may also diminish perceptions of the brand since
it may not be as great as they once believed the brand to be when they actually receive it.
Access inherently involves sequential use of the brand and is shared between members of
the service (Benoit et al., 2017). Researchers have found that reused, or shared, products
are often perceived to be inferior to new products (King et al., 2006). Reused goods are
believed to hold traces from previous users that can create a contagion effect since the
products can sometimes be considered “contaminated” (Kim and Kim, 2015). A
contagion effect refers to a consumer’s awareness that another person has previously
touched a product thereby decreasing product evaluations (Argo, Dahl, and Morales,
2006). For example, Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012) discovered this negative effect in its
interviews with car share users. The researchers quote Brian, a ZipCar member, who
talks about getting grossed out by the communal car thinking about consumers that may
have smoked in the car (p. 888). While this represents an object-based contagion,
research shows that these product evaluations may also impact brand perceptions
(Newman and Dhar, 2014). Morales and Fitzsimons (2007) find that product contagion
directly influences brand desirability and preference. This effect may be intensified for
accessed aspirational brands since they are considered to be “dream” brands (Trocchia,
48

Saine, and Luckett, 2015) used to symbolize a consumer “trading up” (Sheth, Sethia, and
Srinivas, 2011) and, therefore, likely held to a higher standard. Thus, even though
accessors opt-into aspirational access to enjoy the benefits of the aspirational brand, the
brand may lose some of its desirability once it is actually received. Therefore:
H1: Aspirational accessors will exhibit decreased a) brand prestige, b) brand
credibility, and c) brand uniqueness after participating in aspirational access.
Next, Study 2 explores the unique perceptions of accessed brands when
comparing owners versus aspirational accessors. Based on psychological ownership
theory, owners should positively evaluate the brand since consumers typically enhance
ratings of owned possessions in order to maintain a favorable self-image (Beggan, 1992).
Owners hold a non-transferrable, positive association between the self and product
(Morewedge and Giblin, 2015). Given this association, they are more likely to focus on
positive aspects of the self-associated object in order to maintain self-congruence
(Nayakankuppam and Mishra, 2005). Owners not only focus on the positive, but also are
more likely to overvalue an owned object (Beggan, 1992). Further, Bellezza and Keinan
(2014) argue that consumers who are closer to their ideal self (i.e. owners) typically hold
more positive emotions toward the focal brand. On the other hand, non-owners who are
accessing these aspirational brands through aspirational access services are likely to have
diminished perceptions of the brand given their inexperience with the brand in the past.
Aspirational accessors are more likely to think about the increased availability of the
brand since this is the first opportunity for them, and similar consumers, to obtain a brand
that would be otherwise unattainable. Thus, for aspirational accessors, the increased
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availability, and declining exclusivity, of the brand will be more salient since they are
accessing a brand they previously believed to be currently unattainable. Conversely,
researchers have related ownership to wearing rose-tinted glasses—owners focus on the
positive attributes of a brand and tend to ignore any negative features (Nayakankuppam
and Mishra, 2005). Therefore:
H2: Aspirational accessors will exhibit lower perceptions of a) brand prestige, b)
brand credibility, and c) brand uniqueness compared to owners of the same
aspirational brand.
Perceptions of the Self
Self-Esteem
Self-esteem is most often defined as a favorable or unfavorable attitude toward
the value or worth of oneself (Rosenberg, 1965). High levels of self-esteem are related to
a number of beliefs, including attractiveness, success, popularity, superiority, and even
ownership (Baumeister et al., 2003; Campbell, 1986). Individuals who own an
aspirational brand, should then have higher self-esteem than individuals who are paying
for access to an aspirational brand. The self-esteem motive refers to the tendency of
individuals to seek out experiences that enhance one’s self-concept (Choi and Rifon,
2012; Sirgy, 1982). For example, consumers choose to purchase brands that help them
meet self-enhancement needs (Escalas and Bettman, 2003). Research on psychological
ownership theory suggests that ownership manifests self-enhancement (Chatterjee, Irmak,
and Rose, 2013). More specifically, self-enhancement occurs when owners assign value
to an owned object (Chatterjee et al., 2013). Self-enhancing tendencies are associated
with higher levels of self-esteem because self-enhancement strengthens an individual’s
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self-image (Brown, Collins, and Schmidt, 1988). Therefore, psychological ownership
theory suggests that ownership should yield higher levels of self-esteem.
Further, self-discrepancy theory states that individuals with a gap between their
actual and ideal selves tend to have lower self-esteem (Higgins, 1987). On the other
hand, a reduction in the gap between the actual and ideal self generates positive selfenhancement perceptions (Malär et al., 2011). Ownership is one way that consumers get
closer to their ideal selves (Landon, 1974), which enhances self-esteem. In the context of
home ownership, owners who have reached an idealized self and enjoy higher social
status also have higher levels of self-esteem in comparison to individuals renting a home
(Rakoff, 1977). This is believed to occur as owned possessions that establish and
communicate social status, such as houses, have a positive impact on self-esteem
(Cooper, 1972; Eastman et al., 1997). Many consumers are motivated to utilize
aspirational access-based consumption services because it allows access to aspirational
lifestyles and status symbols above a consumer’s typical affordability threshold (Lawson,
2010; Schiel, 2015). However, this is temporary access and, as illustrated in the
qualitative pilot study, a stigma still exists in regards to non-ownership modes of
consumption. Since these non-owners are actively trying to achieve their ideal selves and
fall short of an important standard (i.e., ownership), self-discrepancy theory suggests that
these consumers would currently have lower self-esteem than owners of the same
product. Therefore:
H3: Aspirational accessors will exhibit lower levels of self-esteem compared to
consumers who own the same aspirational brand.
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Self-Authenticity
Authenticity is more important to consumers than ever before (Leigh, Peters, and
Shelton, 2006). It has even been argued that authenticity represents a key component of
contemporary life (Grayson and Martinec, 2004). Widespread consumerism consisting of
a proliferation of marketplace communication and product availability has fostered
consumer disenchantment (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2003). That it, there is a belief that
mass-produced and standardized products have left consumers unfulfilled when we now
live in a society that increasingly prefers to consume products with symbolic meaning
(Liao and Ma, 2009; Gilmore and Pine, 2007). Consumers desire authenticity as a means
to express their true inner selves, rather than what they perceive is an artificially massproduced version (Arnould and Price, 2000). For example, consumers are increasingly
seeking out authentic experiences (Gilmore and Pine, 2007), brands (Brown, Kozinets,
and Sherry, 2003), and even the self (Vannini and Franzese, 2008). However, evaluating
whether something or someone else is authentic is uniquely different than evaluating
whether one’s own self is authentic (Trilling, 1972; Grayson and Martinec, 2004).
Authenticity as it relates to an individual consumer is defined as “being honest
with, or true to, oneself” (Gillath et al., 2010). As mentioned in the qualitative pilot
study, access-based consumers are perceived by owners to be “pretending” and may feel
“fake” or like a “poseur”. Self-discrepancy theory suggests that this may also be the way
that aspirational access-based consumers perceive themselves given the perceived
discrepancy between accessors and owners. That is, the stigma attached to aspirational
accessors may also influence the way that an individual perceives him-or herself since
they have not yet reached society’s ownership standard. The idea of a true self is often
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related to the ideal self in Higgins’ (1987) self-discrepancy theory (Vannini and Franzese,
2008). An important aspect of authenticity is the pursuit of an objective ideal (Leigh,
Peters, and Shelton, 2006). Goffman (1959, p. 19) relates the two concepts using the
metaphor of a mask commonly worn by consumers, stating, “In a sense, and in so far as
this mask represents the concept we have formed of ourselves—the role we are striving to
live up to—this mask is our truer self, the self we would like to be.” For consumers of
access-based subscription services, the aspirational brands they receive may act as a mask
to help them achieve their ideal selves if only temporarily. However, at the end of the
day, aspirational access-based consumers are only paying for temporary access to these
products, rather than ownership.
H4: Aspirational accessors will exhibit lower levels of self-authenticity compared
to consumers who own the same aspirational brand.
Method
The purpose of Study 2 was to investigate the unique effects of aspirational
access-based consumption on the individual and the brand. While some of the prior
research emphasizes the positive aspects of access (i.e., economic benefits, Hamari,
Sjöklint, and Ukkonen, 2015; social benefits, Botsman and Rogers, 2010; and
environmental benefits, Ozanne and Ballantine, 2010), the prior research on negative
connotations of traditional renters suggests that there may be unexplored undesirable
effects associated with aspirational access-based consumption. Study 2 was designed to
test hypotheses 1-4 that predict the unique impacts of accessing versus owning
aspirational brands. The survey was divided into three main parts—pre-manipulation,
manipulation, and post-manipulation— in order to accurately capture the impact of
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product acquisition type. The pre-manipulation was used to introduce the focal
aspirational brand in order to measure initial brand perceptions, then the manipulation
(ownership vs. access) was presented, and lastly the post-manipulation measured selfperceptions, as well as post-measures of brand perceptions. This design allows the
researcher to more precisely assess how an individual’s brand perceptions may change
due to the access-based consumption of aspirational brands.
Aspirational brands are defined by Trocchia, Saine, and Luckett (2015, p. 332) as
“currently unaffordable ‘dream brands’ for which an individual possesses a desire to
purchase upon reaching a higher professional status, income and/or social class.” Given
an aspirational brand could be anything from Ford to Rolls-Royce based on an
individual’s socio-economic status and internal desire. Luxury brands are often viewed
as a type of aspirational brand given that they represent exclusive, high-priced goods
associated with a higher social status (Han, Nunes, and Drèze, 2010). In Trocchia, Saine,
and Luckett’s (2015) study on aspirational brands, a majority of the brands identified by
participants as aspirational were equally likely to be considered a luxury brand, including
Chanel, Tiffany, Bentley, and Cartier. Accordingly, a luxury brand is investigated in
Study 2 given that it is a popular type of aspirational brand. Specifically, a luxury watch
is utilized as the research focus within this study since accessories are commonly shared
within access-based consumption services. For example, Rocksbox provides women
with access to the “ultimate jewelry collection”, while Haute Vault targets both men and
women by offering access to luxury jewelry and watches.
Four scenarios manipulating the independent variables of access or ownership
across genders were prepared. Prior research suggests that women attach more perceived
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symbolic and social value to luxury brands than men (Stokburger-Sauer and Teichmann,
2013; Wiedmann, Hennigs, and Siebels, 2009). Specifically, Stokburger-Sauer and
Teichmann (2013) found that across three studies women had a more positive attitude
toward luxury brands (versus non-luxury brands) than men. Women also believed that
luxury brands provided more uniqueness, status value, and hedonic value. This finding
was attributed to the belief that luxury brands help to express the self and women tend to
attach more importance to their physical appearance than men (Stokburger-Sauer and
Teichmann, 2013). Females are also more likely to be considered a prestige-seeker since
they place more importance on the social value of luxury brands, while men are less
concerned with other people’s opinions in regards to luxury consumption (Wiedmann,
Hennigs, and Siebels, 2009). Thus, gender differences are explored within this study
since women may perceive an aspirational brand’s image to be more positive than men
regardless of the product acquisition mode.
Procedure
Participants were recruited through an online panel and compensated for
completion of the survey. In order to qualify for the study, participants had to reside in
the United States and be above 18 years of age. Additionally, the description of the
research stated that a new luxury watch retailer was seeking feedback and opinions from
high-end watch enthusiasts and the survey was only intended for individuals interested in
high-end/luxury watches. To further ensure that participants were interested and
involved in the product category, a screening question was used. Specifically, all
participants were required to select from a list of 6 high-end watch brands that they were
familiar with before beginning the survey. Of the listed watches, 3 of the 6 were fictional
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brands (Montre Pius, Vallee Pont, and Echo) and 3 were legitimate (Rolex, Breitling, and
Patek Phillipe). Any participant that selected a fictional brand or “none of the above”
when asked to select a familiar brand(s) did not meet the qualifications for the survey and
were not allowed to participate. This procedure resulted in 220 participants. Due to
incomplete responses or failure to pass attention checks, 25 responses were dropped
(12.8%). The final dataset consisted of 195 respondents (Access = 48 males, 48 females;
Ownership = 49 males, 50 females). Of the respondents, 49.7% were male and the
average age was 36.
The survey consisted of three main parts—pre-manipulation, manipulation, and
post-manipulation—discussed next in detail.
Pre-Manipulation. First, following procedures similar to Patrick and Prokopec
(2015), participants were asked to imagine that they had aspired to own a Cartier watch
for a long time. Participants were shown either a men’s watch or women’s watch based
on the selected gender they identified as and told that it was a watch similar to the one
they had desired owning. For women an $8,720 Ballon Bleu de Cartier watch was
shown, while men were shown an $8,720 Calibre de Cartier watch. Each featured a
photo of the watch and similar, bulleted features. See Figure 1 for full details.
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(Male)

(Female)

Figure 1

Introduction to the Cartier Brand (Study 2)
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All participants were asked if they had currently or previously owned a Cartier
watch, and owners were excluded from the analysis to ensure that findings were
attributable to the manipulation and not existing ownership. The participants were then
asked to assess initial perceptions of the brand, including prestige, credibility, and
uniqueness.
Manipulation. Each participant was then introduced to a fictional company
named Twelve Jordan, presented as a new online service that offers the opportunity to
wear a different high-end watch every month. A set of website screenshots was included
to increase realism (See Figure 2). The researcher created this manipulation visual based
on the design of actual access-based consumption sites to accurately mimic the real world
presentation.
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(Male)

(Female)

Figure 2

Twelve Jordan website splash page (Study 2)
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Participants were randomly assigned to one of the two manipulations.
Specifically, 96 participants saw the access appeal (48 men, 48 women) and 99
participants saw the ownership appeal (49 men, 50 women). All participants were told:
“One of the many options available from Twelve Jordan is the Cartier watch like you
have dreamed of owning. You will have the opportunity to wear this watch for
$149/month until you are ready to send it back for a different watch.” $149 is a typical
monthly fee charged by aspirational access-based services that offer access to high-end
clothing and accessories. The website screenshot included a sample of other watches
available from Twelve Jordan. Participants were shown either a selection of men’s
watches or women’s watches based on their identified gender.
For the access condition, participants were given additional details about the
aspirational access service (see Figure 3). For the ownership manipulation, participants
were told that the new service was raffling off a luxury watch. To control for monetary
involvement, the raffle tickets totaled $150 (“Imagine that you paid $15 each for 10 raffle
tickets”), nearly equivalent to the $149 cost to subscribe to Twelve Jordan. Participants
were then instructed to imagine that when Twelve Jordan drew a winner, he or she had
won the Cartier watch previously featured (see Figures 4 and 5).
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(Male)

(Female)

Figure 3

Aspirational Access Scenario (Study 2)
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Figure 4

Ownership Scenario – Male (Study 2)
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Figure 5

Ownership Scenario – Female (Study 2)
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Post-Manipulation. Participants were then asked to respond once again to the
same brand perception measures (credibility, prestige, and uniqueness) in order to
understand whether aspirational access participation changed brand perceptions. The
post-measures of aspirational accessors’ brand perceptions are compared to the premeasures to understand whether perceptions of the brand are influenced by the increased
availability of exclusive brands in aspirational access. Next, two measures of selfperception were collected—self-esteem and self-authenticity. All respondents were then
asked to indicate how they obtained the watch from Twelve Jordan as a manipulation
check. Finally, measures of prior experience with access-based consumption services
similar to Twelve Jordan and watch brands featured in the scenario.
Measures
The researcher developed a survey to measure the five constructs of interest—
self-esteem, self-authenticity, brand prestige, brand credibility, and brand uniqueness.
Each construct is detailed below. Scale items are listed in Table 3.
Self-Esteem. A five-item scale adapted from Malär et al. (2011) was used to
measure self-esteem (α = .92). These five items were measured on a 7-point scale: 1 =
strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree, where higher numbers represent a more positive
self-esteem at a specific point in time (i.e., wearing the watch).
Self-Authenticity. A five-item semantic differential scale was developed to
measure perceptions of self-authenticity as no suitable scales existed for authenticity
from an individual consumer perspective (α = .95). In order to generate appropriate scale
items, the researcher first specified the construct domain (Churchill, 1979). The Gillath
et al., (2010) definition of authenticity (“being honest with, or true to, oneself”) was used
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as a starting point, while the qualitative study added the individual consumer’s distinct
perspective. The list of items was narrowed down to the existing five-item scale by four
expert judges, Ph.D.s or Ph.D. doctoral students in marketing, who were familiar with the
concept (Garver and Mentzer, 1999). Each item was assessed on a 7-point scale: 1 = I
would feel like… I am trying to be someone I am not, I was acting like I was part of an
elite group, I am misrepresenting who I am, I was pretending to be someone else, I am
imitating someone who wears high-end watches; 7 = I would feel like… I am being
myself, I am part of an elite group, I am representing who I actually am, I was presenting
my true self, I am someone who wears high-end watches.
Brand Prestige. A three-item scale adapted for the context from StokburgerSauer, Ratneshwar, and Sen (2012) was used to measure brand prestige (αPre = .88; αPost =
.91). This scale assessed perceptions of the status associated with the focal brand,
Cartier. Items were measured on a 7-point scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree.
Brand Credibility. A five-item scale from Erdem and Swait (2004) was used to
measure brand credibility (αPre = .90; αPost = .92). This scale assessed the believability of
product information related to expertise and trustworthiness that is promoted by the focal
brand, Cartier. Items were measured on a 7-point scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 =
strongly agree.
Brand Uniqueness. A four-item scale adapted for the context from Netemeyer et
al., (2004) was used to measure brand uniqueness (αPre = .92; αPost = .94). This scale
assessed perceptions that the focal brand of this study, Cartier, was unique and different
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from other brands in the high-end watch product category. Items were measured on a 7point scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree.
A reliability analysis was performed on the scale items for all 5 constructs of
interest. The coefficient alpha for all constructs had an acceptable level of reliability (α
>.80, Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994). Next, unidimensionality and validity of the
measures were assessed by conducting an exploratory factor analysis. A principal
components extraction method was performed on each of the constructs separately, as
well as together. An oblique (promax) rotation was used since it allows for factors to
correlate and the brand perception measures are conceptually assumed to be correlated
(Gorsuch, 1983). All items loaded on their respective constructs with no significant
cross-loadings (>.5, Hair et al., 2009), offering initial evidence of convergent and
discriminant validity.
Next, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed via AMOS 24. The
results of the CFA found that the model fit the data reasonably well (χ2 = 362.34, df =
194, p < .001, CFI = .96, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .06) and each item loaded significantly on
its respective construct. See Table 3 for details. Based on the procedures recommended
by Fornell and Larcker (1981), convergent and discriminant validity were then further
evaluated. The average variance extracted for each construct exceeded .50 providing
evidence of convergent validity (see Table 4). The average variance extracted was then
compared to the shared variance between constructs. All values were less than the
average variance extracted for each construct, providing support for discriminant validity.
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Table 3

Confirmatory Factor and Reliability Analysis (Study 2)

Scale Items
Brand Credibility* (α = .92) adapted from Erdem and Swait (2004)
- This brand has the ability to deliver what it promises.
- This brand reminds me of someone who is competent and knows
what they are doing.
- This brand's product claims are believable.
- This brand has a name you can trust.
- This brand doesn't pretend to be something it isn't.
Brand Prestige* (α = .91) adapted from Stokburger-Sauer et al (2012)
- Cartier is very prestigious.
- Cartier is among the best brands of watches.
- Cartier is a first-class, high-quality brand.
Brand Uniqueness* (α = .94) adapted from Netemeyer et al. (2004)
- Cartier is distinct from other brands of high-end watches.
- Cartier really stands out from other brands of high-end watches.
- Cartier is very different from other brands of high-end watches.
- Cartier is unique from other brands of high-end watches.
Self-Esteem (α = .92) adapted from Malär et al. (2011)
- Wearing this watch, I would feel good about myself.
- Wearing this watch, I would feel like I am a person of worth.
- Wearing this watch, I would have a positive attitude toward
myself.
- Wearing this watch, I would feel successful.
- Wearing this watch, I would feel proud.
Self-Authenticity (α = .95) developed scale
- I would feel like I am trying to be someone I am not. / I would
feel like I am being myself.
- I would feel as if I were acting like I was part of an elite group. /
I would feel like I am part of an elite group.
- I would feel like I am misrepresenting who I am. / I would feel
like I am representing who I actually am.
- I would feel like I was pretending to be someone else. / I would
feel like I was presenting my true self.
- I would feel like I am imitating someone who wears high-end
watches. / I would feel like I am someone who wears high-end
watches.
*Values listed for Brand Credibility, Prestige, and Uniqueness are the post measures.
** Denotes a constrained relationship to 1.00 in order for identification
All factor loadings have a p-value of <.001

Model Fit Statistics
χ² = 362.34, df = 194, p<.001
IFI = .96, TLI = .95, CFI = .96, RMSEA = .06
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Standardized
Factor
Loadings

tvalues

.90
.74

**
13.15

.87
.91
.77

17.83
19.94
14.31

.86
.90
.94

**
17.93
19.67

.90
.91
.85
.90

**
20.82
17.12
19.70

.88
.70
.84

**
11.75
15.83

.88
.90

17.35
18.18

.87

**

.79

14.17

.96

20.47

.93

19.57

.92

18.43

Table 4

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of Constructs (Study 2)
Mean

1. Self-Esteem
2. Self-Authenticity
3. Brand Prestige
4. Brand Credibility
5. Brand Uniqueness

5.48
4.15
6.14
5.94
5.28

Standard
Deviation
1.17
1.69
1.00
1.02
1.32

1

2

3

4

5

.71
.42
.48
.56
.43

.79
.20
.19
.29

.81
.80
.60

.71
.53

.79

Note: Intercorrelation of constructs below the diagonal. Values on the diagonal in bold
are the Average Variance Extracted for each construct. All scale items were on a 7-point
scale.
Results
Study 2 results are examined in order of the survey design. The discussion begins
with the pre-manipulation measures of brand perceptions before moving into the postmanipulation measures of brand perceptions (H1-H2) and self-perceptions—self-esteem
(H3) and self-authenticity (H4).
Brand Perceptions
When the pre-treatment brand measures were compared there was, as expected,
no significant differences between the aspirational access group and the ownership
group’s perceptions of brand prestige (MAccess = 6.13; MOwnership= 6.32, p = .14), brand
credibility (MAccess = 5.98; MOwnership= 5.93, p = .72), or brand uniqueness (MAccess = 5.02;
MOwnership = 5.34, p = .07).
Next, the effects of exposure to either an aspirational access or ownership
manipulation on the dependent variables of brand prestige, brand credibility, and brand
uniqueness were tested. A repeated-measures multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) with one within-subject factor (access vs. ownership) and one between68

subject factor (male vs. female) was run. The analysis revealed a significant main effect
for the product acquisition mode (access vs. ownership) [F(3, 191) = 3.27, p = .02] and
gender [F(3, 191) = 5.89, p = .001]. The interaction between the main factors was nonsignificant [F(3, 191) = 0.09, p = .96].
The pre-manipulation measures of brand perceptions were consistent with prior
research. Females’ perceptions of the brand were significantly higher than males’
perceptions for all three brand measures—prestige (MMale = 5.92; MFemale= 6.45, p =
<.001), credibility (MMale = 5.69; MFemale= 6.20, p = <.001), and uniqueness (MMale =
5.05; MFemale= 5.41, p = .04).
Further analyses using paired-sample t-tests to compare the aspirational access
and ownership groups were conducted. After exposure to aspirational access
participation, the access groups’ perceptions of brand prestige (Mpre = 6.13; Mpost = 5.92,
p = .001) and credibility (Mpre = 5.98; Mpost = 5.81, p = .003) significantly decreased,
providing support for H1a and H1b. There was no significant difference for brand
uniqueness (Mpre = 5.02; Mpost = 5.00, p = .91), therefore, H1c was not supported.
This pattern was supported for both men and women within the access group. For
men, perceptions of brand prestige (Mpre =5.79; Mpost = 5.61, p = .04) and credibility
(Mpre = 5.70; Mpost = 5.50, p = .02) significantly decreased. Similarly, perceptions of
brand prestige (Mpre = 6.45; Mpost = 6.22, p = .01) and credibility (Mpre = 6.26; Mpost =
6.12, p = .04) significantly decreased for women. There was no significant difference in
perceptions of brand uniqueness for either (Mpre =4.82; Mpost = 4.89, p = .47) or women
(Mpre =5.21; Mpost = 5.14, p = .58) after participating in aspirational access.
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For the ownership groups’ perceptions of the brand, there was no significant
difference for brand prestige (Mpre = 6.32; Mpost = 6.39, p = .49). However, both brand
credibility (Mpre = 5.93; Mpost = 6.10, p = .03) and uniqueness (Mpre = 5.34; Mpost = 5.55,
p = .02) significantly increased in the ownership group. Results are illustrated below in
Figures 6-8 with significant differences indicated with an asterisk.

Change in Brand Prestige

Brand Prestige
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6.32
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*Significant Difference, <.05

Figure 6

Study 2 Results: Brand Prestige (H1a)
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Change in Brand Credibility

Brand Credibility

7
6.5
6

5.98

5.93

5.81

6.10

5.5
5
4.5

Access*
Pre-Credibility

Ownership*
Post-Credibility

*Significant Difference, <.05

Figure 7

Study 2 Results: Brand Credibility (H1b)

Change in Brand Uniqueness
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Figure 8

5.55

Study 2 Results: Brand Uniqueness (H1c)
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Next, the post measures of aspirational access-based consumers’ and owners’
brand perceptions are compared. Aspirational access-based consumers had significantly
lower levels of brand prestige (Maccess = 5.92; Mown = 6.39, p = .001), brand credibility
(Maccess = 5.81; Mown = 6.10, p = .04), and brand uniqueness (Maccess = 5.01; Mown = 5.55,
p = .004) compared to owners, supporting H2a-c. For aspirational accessors, the
increased availability of a brand previously believed to be exclusive was likely salient
since the brand would have been otherwise unattainable for these consumers. Results are
illustrated below in Figure 9.
Access vs. Ownership: Post Brand Perceptions
7
6.39

6.5

5.92

6

6.10
5.81
5.55

5.5
5.01

5
4.5

Brand Prestige*

Brand Credibility*

Access

Brand Uniqueness*

Ownership

*Significant Difference, <.05

Figure 9

Study 2 Results: Access vs Ownership Post-Measures (H2a-c)

Self-Esteem
Results from a 2 x 2 factorial ANOVA, showed that the manipulation effect of
ownership versus aspirational access [F(1, 191) = 5.10, p = .02] was statistically
significant. A simple inspection of the means shows consumers who accessed a high-end
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watch from Twelve Jordan had significantly lower self-esteem than consumers who won
the same watch from the company (Maccess = 5.28; Mown= 5.66, p = .02), supporting H3.
See Figure 10 for results. The main effect of gender was not statistically significant [F(1,
191) = 0.88, p = .27]. Further, there was not a statistically significant interaction between
the main factors [F(1, 191) = 0.05, p = .69].

Access vs. Ownership: Self-Esteem
7

Self-Esteem

6.5
6

5.66

5.5

5.28

5
4.5

Access*

Own*

*Significant Difference, <.05

Figure 10

Study 2 Results: Self-Esteem (H3)

Self-Authenticity
Results from a 2 x 2 factorial ANOVA, showed that the manipulation effect of
ownership versus aspirational access [F(1, 191) = 14.44, p < .001] was statistically
significant. A simple inspection of the means shows consumers who accessed a high-end
watch from Twelve Jordan had significantly lower perceived self-authenticity than
consumers who won the same watch from the company (Maccess = 3.69; Mown= 4.59, p <
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.001), supporting H4. See Figure 11 for results. The main effect of gender was not
statistically significant [F(1, 191) = 1.16, p = .28].

Access vs. Ownership: Self-Authenticity
7
6.5
Self-Authenticity

6
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Access*

Own*

*Significant Difference, <.05

Figure 11

Study 2 Results: Self-Authenticity (H4)

Discussion
The results of Study 2 indicate that aspirational access versus ownership,
negatively impacts how consumers feel about themselves and the focal brand.
Specifically, individuals who visualize themselves wearing a desired watch that is
accessed have lower self-esteem and feel like poseurs (i.e. less authentic). On the
contrary, winners (owners) have higher levels of self-esteem and self-authenticity. This
supports the idea that access to aspirational brands may not always be beneficial for the
consumer. Aspirational brand access primes consumers to think more about the
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discrepancy between where they currently are (i.e. aspirational access) and where they
would like to be (i.e. ownership).
Further, consumers view the accessed watch brand as significantly less credible
and prestigious when introduced to aspirational access participation. Consequently,
while access allows brands to reach a broader consumer segment, it is not entirely
beneficial for aspirational brands. Brands that rely on an aspirational image should be
careful when partnering with access-based consumption services that provide access to
the brands for a fee. Nevertheless, contrary to the prediction for H1C, brand uniqueness
was not diminished for aspirational access-based consumers. Brand uniqueness is an
explicit comparison of the accessed brand (i.e. Cartier) to other brands within the product
category. Cartier may still be viewed as a unique brand given that it is being offered
through a novel medium and, thus, still viewed as being distinguishable from other highend watch brands.
While aspirational accessors’ perceptions are damaged for brand prestige and
brand credibility of the accessed aspirational brand, owners’ perceptions are not. For the
owners, change in brand prestige was non-significant, while both credibility and
uniqueness significantly increased with ownership of the aspirational brand. Owners
already have a high estimation of brand prestige due to mere ownership effects so it is
understandable why there was no change in prestige perceptions. Additionally, this
finding supports psychological ownership theory, which states that owners will rate
brands more favorably than non-owners by simple virtue of owning the brand (Beggan,
1992). While both aspirational accessors and owners have the aspirational brand in their
possession, albeit temporarily for access, only owners’ perceptions of the brand increase.
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This provides evidence that “mere ownership effect” is not produced by simple
possession of a product as previously suggested, but by legal ownership. However, there
may be a way to enhance outcomes for aspirational accessors by moving them closer to
their ideal selves. Minimizing the discrepancy between where an aspirational accessor
perceives that they currently are and where they would like to be (i.e. ownership) may
allow them to benefit from even the temporary possession of aspirational brands. See
Table 5 for a summary of the Study 2 findings.
Table 5

Summary of Findings (Study 2)

Hypothesis
H1: Aspirational accessors will exhibit decreased a)
brand prestige, b) brand credibility, and c) brand
uniqueness after participating in aspirational access.
H2: Aspirational accessors will exhibit lower perceptions
of a) brand prestige, b) brand credibility, and c) brand
uniqueness compared to owners of the same aspirational
brand.
H3: Aspirational accessors will exhibit lower levels of
self-esteem compared to consumers who own the same
aspirational brand.
H4: Aspirational accessors will exhibit lower levels of
self-authenticity compared to consumers who own the
same aspirational brand.

Finding
Partially Supported

(H1a, H1b = Supported*,
H1c = Not Supported)

Supported*

Supported*
Supported*

*p <.05

Study Three
Study two provides insights into how access-based consumption may negatively
impact consumers, as well as perceptions of the accessed brands. However, aspirational
access does offer a number of benefits to consumers and may not be an entirely negative
practice. Consumers often save money by opting into access (Mithun, 2012), avoid
traditional burdens of ownership (Marchand, Walker, and Cooper, 2010), enjoy a greater
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variety of experiences (Botsman and Rogers, 2010), and reduce their environmental
impact (Ozanne and Ballantine, 2010). The question then is how can consumers fully
benefit from the many positive aspects of aspirational access-based consumption, while
avoiding the negative consequences to their self-concept?
Self-discrepancy theory suggests that these consumers may be experiencing
emotional distress since they perceive a large gap between who they are (i.e., actual self)
and who they are trying to be by accessing aspirational goods (i.e., ideal self; Higgins,
1987). Thus, the negative impacts found in Study 2 may be diminished if companies can
minimize this perceived gap. Perhaps, having someone handpick the items with the
target consumer in mind might mitigate this self-discrepancy. This practice is referred to
as curation. Curation involves purposefully researching, collecting, and organizing a
collection of items (Rosenbaum, 2011). The role of curation is investigated as one way
that access-based consumption services can help consumers feel like an authentic user of
the accessed brand and maintain their self-esteem, therefore, avoiding negative
perceptions of the self. Curation involves adding value to carefully selected and
organized offerings by a perceived expert, traditionally museums but now retailers and
brands, for a select target or niche (Rosenbaum, 2011).
As an emerging trend, there has been considerable work conducted on the topic of
curation in the business press (e.g., Harvard Business Review, Randall, Lewis, and Davis,
2016; TrendReport, Vong, 2012; Fast Company, Rosenbaum, 2012; National Retail
Federation, Gilmore, 2011) but limited research by academics so far. Rosenbaum (2012)
argues that curation will be an important marketing strategy moving forward stating,
“Inviting the brands and communities we trust to be part of our curatorial filter is a trend
77

that’s only going to increase…” (www.fastcompany.com/1842586/using-power-curationbolster-your-brand). Curation is currently being used as an aesthetic strategy in
developing retail stores and brand experiences (Joy et al., 2014) and in offering handpicked selections within subscription services (e.g., Birchbox, Trunk Club). The goal of
study three is to understand whether curation encourages positive perceptions of the self
and brands within aspirational access-based consumption, thus encouraging self-image
congruence with the aspirational brand.
Curation
An emerging trend in retailing and the development of brand experiences is
curation (Gilmore, 2011; Joy et al., 2014), a practice adopted from museums (Villi,
Moisander, and Joy, 2012). Museum curators have traditionally played a key role in
developing museum exhibitions through the collection, preservation, and research of
historical possessions and artwork (Horie, 1986; Lord and Lord, 2001). Curators can be
viewed as artists (Ventzislavov, 2014) selecting the best pieces to tell a story with their
exhibits (Baker, Istvandity, and Nowak, 2016). Similarly, marketers have taken on the
role as curators carefully selecting the best products and services for their customers in
order to sell an experience and a lifestyle (Joy et al., 2014; Dauriz and Tochtermann,
2013). For example, online retailers, such as Stitch Fix, have started creating style
profiles that match a consumer’s personal tastes to select clothing brands. In some cases,
these selected items may be brands that the consumer has never heard of before, or
existing aspirational brands, but in either case the consumer is told that these selections
best represent who they are. This effort on behalf of the firm may help to narrow any
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self-discrepancies since consumers are being told that selected brands match their ideal
selves.
In essence, curation takes customization to a new level. Customization is when
“the customer proactively specifies one or more elements of his or her marketing mix”
(Arora et al., 2008). For example, shoe brands like Nike and Converse allow customers
to customize a pair of shoes by providing them with the chance to choose their own
materials and colors. Like customization, curation also focuses on providing individually
customized products to customers (Hart, 1995). However, what makes curation unique is
the role of the firm. Specifically, customization requires considerable customer effort
(Fang, 2008) while curation places the bulk of the work on the brand curator. As an
illustration, consider Starbucks, a coffeehouse that offers over 87,000 possible ways to
customize a drink (Bialik, 2008). The burden of the work is on the customer to decide
which possible combination they would like to try. As a result, many customers opt out
of the customization process altogether as they encounter information and choice
overload due to the complexity of the customization options (Huffman and Kahn, 1998;
Franke, Keinz, and Steger, 2009). On the other hand, if Starbucks were to offer curated
options, the brand would present customers with a handpicked selection of three drink
combinations based on their previous purchase history and taste profile.
When providers perform curatorial functions, they are perceived as experts
(Rosenbaum, 2011). They research, collect, and organize a collection just as a museum
curator would (Rosenbaum, 2011). In this context, though, the collection is not artifacts
or works of art, but rather tailored content and product recommendations. Brands present
a limited number of choices that are relevant to the customer or the target market based
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on the curation research. In this way, consumers avoid choice overload, a cognitive
process that demotivates consumers when presented with extensive choices (Iyengar and
Lepper, 2000; Randall, Lewis, and Davis, 2016). This is something that media
organizations have been doing for a long time by taking large amounts of information and
carefully selecting exactly what to present to consumers in an organized manner (Villi,
Moisander, and Joy, 2012). Now, marketers are joining in by narrowing down the
massive number of options available for consumers and, instead, presenting customers
with a limited number of relevant, hand-picked choices. As Bhattacharya and Sen (2003)
argue, modern consumers are attracted to brands that help them fulfill self-definitional
needs. This is particularly true for aspirational brands that represent the idea of who a
person would like to become. Therefore, aspirational access-based consumers are likely
to feel more positive about a curated aspirational brand since it was handpicked just for
them. In other words, can accessors receiving justification that “this is who you really
are” from a perceived expert help to diminish the negative effects of aspirational access?
Hypotheses Development
Study 3 aims to understand how curation may influence perceptions of the self
and the brand in comparison to non-curated aspirational access. This study aims to
investigate the effects of three levels of curation—non-curated, general, and personalized.
Brand curation is a broad practice that entails a perceived expert researching, collecting,
and organizing a set of branded products for a specific type of consumer (Rosenbaum,
2011). In some cases, this practice targets a niche target market (general curation), while
at other times it is directed towards one customer (personalized curation). General
curation is organized around a unified theme, or category. For instance, Pinterest, a
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popular social curation site, allows users to collect and share photos organized around a
particular category (e.g., dream home, things to make, recipes) (Chang et al., 2014).
Aspirational access-based services commonly use general curation to organize selected
brand offerings around special occasions. For instance, Armarium.com allows members
to view stylist picks after choosing an occasion such as “modern romance” or “best
dressed wedding guest”. Outfits are selected with the type of Armarium.com customer in
mind, but not a specific individual. However, online retailers have begun to take curation
one step further by offering curated selections for individual consumers. A growing trend
in online retail is personalized curation in which consumers complete a detailed lifestyle
profile so stylists’, or curators, can select the best items for that individual consumer.
This is typically an active learning process in which ongoing use helps curators to learn
more about the consumer and offer better recommendations. Since little empirical
research on curation has yet to be conducted in the marketing literature, it is unknown
whether consumers will perceive different levels of curation to be unique. Therefore,
Study 3 will attempt to understand curation practices in the context of aspirational access
at differing levels.
While Study 2 found that aspirational access can negatively impact accessors’
perceptions of the self and the brand, these same outcomes are investigated again in
Study 3 to explore how this effect may be diminished through brand curation practices.
Specifically, self-esteem and self-authenticity are examined as the self-perception
outcomes, while brand credibility, prestige, and uniqueness are explored for brand
perceptions. Further, this relationship is hypothesized to be mediated by self-image
congruence with the brand (see Figure 12).
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Figure 12

Model of Curation’s Influence onto Consumer Perceptions

Perceptions of the Brand
The value of aspirational brands is often achieved through a strategy focused on
exclusivity (Reddy et al., 2009). Access-based consumption expands these previously
exclusive aspirational brands to a wider range of consumers (Belk, 2014a). However,
access-based consumption services may be able to protect the image of accessed brands
through curation. Curated content is more exclusive in that curator’s research, collect,
and organize content (i.e., products) in order to narrow choices down for specific
consumers (Rosenbaum, 2011; Lord and Lord, 2001). Therefore, from a consumer’s
perspective not everyone is receiving the same information as them and the brand is not
offered to every subscriber. It is specifically chosen for them, thus retaining brand
exclusivity. As such, brands may still be able to offer an illusion of scarcity while
reaching a larger market (Catry, 2003). Further, the practice of curation provides value
for consumers (Rosenbaum, 2009, 2011), which may also work to increase perceptions of
the curated brand content. As such:
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H5: Exposure to curated brand offerings within aspirational access will
significantly increase accessors’ perceptions of a) brand prestige, b) brand
credibility, and c) brand uniqueness.
As previously discussed, a contagion effect exists in access-based consumption
whereby an access-based consumer considers previous users of the accessed product
which decreases product evaluations (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012). This is similar to
beliefs about traditional rentals. For example, in the context of real estate, when home
buyers are considering whether to purchase a rental home they think about prior renter’s
perceived flawed maintenance (Harding, Miceli, and Sirmans, 2000). The contagion
effect suggests that the essence of a prior product user (source) is transmitted to an object
(a recipient); therefore, when the source is seen as negative, this negative essence is
transmitted to an object (Argo, Dahl, and Morales, 2006). However, any potentially
negative effect should be diminished if consumers perceive themselves as more similar to
previous users (Kim and Kim, 2015). In situations where the psychological distance
between two users of a product is reduced, consumers are less likely to think about traces
left by previous owners. These traces are what leads to the belief that reused products are
contaminated (Argo, Dahl, and Morales, 2006). Through curation practices, consumers
should feel that brand offerings were selected specifically for them and that others
receiving and using the items are just like them as well. Therefore:
H6: Curated aspirational accessors will exhibit higher perceptions of a) brand
prestige, b) brand credibility, and c) brand uniqueness than non-curated accessors.
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Perceptions of the Self
Self-Esteem
Prior research has found that consumers who choose to access products, rather
than own, are more likely to seek social approval (Trocchia and Beatty, 2003). That is,
consumers are driven to access aspirational goods out of a desire for social approval.
Curation, as part of an aesthetic strategy, helps retailers do more than just promote sales,
it helps to sell a “dream” (Joy et al., 2014). In the case of aspirational access, this
strategy is often focused on providing consumers access to a currently unaffordable
lifestyle (Trocchia, Saine, and Luckett, 2015) and, as identified in the qualitative pilot
study, entry into the in-group occupied by owners of aspirational brands. Through the
role of a curator, functioning as gate-keepers and arbitrators of taste (Ames, 1992),
brands can help sell this dream to consumers by delivering the means of sought-after
approval (Trocchia and Beatty, 2003) that he or she deserves the aspirational brands.
When social approval is attained, consumers have been shown to experience a moderate
increase in self-esteem (Blackhart et al., 2009).
Self-discrepancy theory suggests that if a perceived gap exists between two
internalized standards, then an individual is motivated to reach the sought-after identity
(Higgins, 1986). Aspiring to reach a specific identity is said to become a core driver of
behavior, and individuals will determine progress toward the ideal self through feedback
from the external environment (Reed et al., 2012). In the context of access-based
consumers, this feedback may be received from curation. Curators provide aspirational
accessors with the sought after validation and justification needed to enhance perceptions
of the self. By selecting and organizing these aspirational brands for the individual
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accessors, it is reinforcing to the accessor that the aspirational brands indeed represent
who they actually are. In the absence of curation, however, consumers are more likely to
focus on the discrepancy between themselves and owners of the product since they are
not receiving any type of external approval implied by the curation. No one is providing
feedback or verification to these consumers and, in this case, consumers experience
upward social comparison. This is a comparison to others perceived to be socially better
than one’s current self, yielding high levels of self-discrepancy (Wheeler and Miyake,
1992). Without receiving feedback from the curator, validating access to these goods, a
consumer is more likely to focus on the discrepancy between the actual self (i.e. accessor)
and ideal self (i.e. owner). According to self-discrepancy theory this leads to emotional
distress (Higgins, 1987), as well as lower self-esteem (Moretti and Higgins, 1990).
Therefore:
H7: Curated aspirational access will yield higher levels of self-esteem in the
accessor than non-curated aspirational access.
Self-Authenticity
Self-authenticity relates to whether an individual is being true to oneself (Gillath
et al., 2010). In the context of aspirational access, consumers use aspirational brands to
help them move closer to the person they are striving to become, but these brands are
currently unfeasible to own (Trocchia, Saine, and Luckett, 2015). As described by the
owners of aspirational goods in the qualitative study, these consumers may be more likely
to feel like a “poseur”. However, curation may be a strategy utilized to make consumers
feel more authentic by offering justification that the accessed products are not just a
mask, but rather that the products represent who the consumer truly is underneath.
85

Curators are viewed as perceived experts while hand-selecting the best products
that meet an individual consumer’s needs and desires (Rosenbaum, 2011). Individuals
tend to exhibit more agreement when exposed to an expert recommendation (Crano,
1970) and may even experience a positive attitude change (Till and Busler, 2000).
Further, curated choices are viewed as more authentic and more influential on purchase
behavior (Vong, 2012). Taken together, curators in their role as experts should influence
an individual’s opinion of him/herself making them feel like authentic consumers of a
brand through hand-selected and curated offerings. Thus:
H8: Curated aspirational access will yield higher levels of self-authenticity in the
accessor than non-curated aspirational access.
The Mediating Role of Self-Image Congruence
Finally, the underlying mechanism that explains why curation yields higher levels
of self- and brand-perceptions than non-curated aspirational access is explored. Selfimage congruence is defined as the fit between the consumer’s self-concept and the
image of a brand (Sirgy, 1982; Sirgy et al., 1997, 2000). The brands accessed within
aspirational access, and the focus of this research, are typically aspirational (Harris,
2016). That is, they represent desires of whom a person wants to be and are associated
with the ideal self (Trocchia, Saine, and Luckett, 2015). Consumers try to achieve selfcongruence by consuming aspirational brands that reflect who they would like to be
(Malär et al., 2011). Further, self-image congruence with the brand is said to be stronger
for brands that are conspicuous and publicly consumed, such as clothing (Jamal and AlMarri, 2007). Congruence, however, only occurs if the discrepancy between an
individual’s actual self and the image of what the brand represents is diminished
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(Higgins, 1987). Curation should lessen this gap as consumers are more likely to believe
that since the brands are selected and organized for them by the company that they are a
compatible match with the focal brand.
Additionally, the ideal self is often viewed as psychologically distant since it is
not present in a consumer’s existing experience of reality; instead, it is an imagination of
future goals of what he or she could be (Malär et al., 2011; Liberman, Trope, and
Stephan, 2007). Malär et al. (2011) state that the psychological distance associated with
the ideal self then applies to the focal brand. Typically, an individual has less reliable
information about the ideal self and focal brand when it is psychologically distant,
decreasing the likelihood of self-congruence with the brand (Liberman, Trope, and
Stephan, 2007). However, curation makes up for this by providing consumers with
expert information on who the consumer is and what they should be consuming based on
an individual’s tastes and personality, increasing the likelihood of self-image congruence
with the brand. Further, consumers are more likely to pay attention to curated content
given that the information is more consistent with the customer’s self-concept (i.e. how
they see themselves), whereas inconsistent or random brand information is less likely to
gain a consumer’s attention or retention (Heath and Scott, 1998). Branded
communications (i.e., advertising messages) that encourage a consumer to think about
their self-concept, for instance in curation, have been shown to lead to self-image
congruence with the brand, even after one exposure (Graeff, 1996).
Prior research has identified a number of positive outcomes as a result of selfimage congruence with the brand, including brand satisfaction (Jamal and Al-Marri,
2007) and positive product evaluations (Graeff, 1996). Similarly, self-image congruence
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with the brand may also positively impact perceptions of the self. Congruence with a
brand image that represents an ideal self may be a self-enhancing strategy (Malär et al.,
2011), which has been found to lead to increased feelings of personal worth (Sedikides
and Strube, 1997). However, any discrepancy between one’s actual self, or current
reality, and a brand that represents one’s aspirations may lead to dissatisfaction with the
self (Richins, 1994; Higgins, 1987).
H9: The relationship between curated aspirational access and self-esteem will be
mediated by an accessor’s self-image congruence with the brand.
H10: The relationship between curated aspirational access and self-authenticity
will be mediated by an accessor’s self-image congruence with the brand.
Further, curation should positively influence brand perceptions through selfimage congruence. Prior research has found that congruence between a consumer’s selfconcept and brand image can positively benefit the consumer-brand relationship (Sirgy,
1982). For instance, Malär et al. (2011) found that self-congruence plays a key role in
establishing emotional brand attachment. The authors argue that consumers are more
likely to be attracted to a brand, and thus form an emotional brand attachment that
supports his or her aspirations. Moreover, Sirgy and Samli (1985) uncovered a link
between self-congruity and brand loyalty. The link between self-congruity and positive
brand outcomes is likely due to one’s need for self-consistency (Kressmann et al., 2006).
That is, a consumer is more likely to evaluate the focal brand positively and form a
relationship with the brand since his or her self-concept is linked to the brand (Sirgy,
1982). Likewise, when a consumer has established self-image congruence with a brand
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that is accessed, he or she should also perceive the brand as prestigious, credible, and
unique.
H11: The relationship between curated aspirational access and (a) brand prestige,
(b) brand credibility, and (c) brand uniqueness will be mediated by an accessor’s
self-image congruence with the brand.
Method
Study 3 extends the results of Study 2 by identifying how negative effects of
aspirational access participation may be diminished. When aspirational accessors
perceive that items are curated specifically for them, it is proposed that perceptions of the
self and the brand should be more positive (H5-H8). Further, this effect should be
mediated by self-congruency between the individual and the focal brand (H9-H11).
Procedure
The context of Study 3 shifts from high-end watches to high-end apparel. Twelve
Jordan is presented as a new online service that offers consumers the opportunity to
access high-end outfits. Accessing apparel has recently been called, “the sharing
economy’s new frontier” (White, 2016) with Rent the Runway leading the pack with over
5 million subscribers and $100 million in revenue in 2016 (O’Connor, 2016). The outfit
offered from the fictional brand Twelve Jordan consists of three clothing items and an
accessory, which is common practice for services like Rent the Runway that offer access
to high-end apparel.
Study 3 will follow a 3 (non-curated, general curation, personalized curation) x 2
(female vs. male) design. To verify again that gender is not a concern, gender differences
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are explored. Study 3 follows a similar structure as Study 2 in order to capture pre- and
post-measures of brand perceptions and is divided into three main parts—premanipulation, manipulation, and post-manipulation.
Pre-Manipulation. First, participants were asked to imagine that they have
aspired to own a Burberry clothing item for a long time. Participants were shown either a
men’s or women’s outfit, based on the selected gender with which they most closely
identify. They were told that it is an outfit similar to the one they have desired to own.
See Figure 13 for full details. The participants were then asked to assess initial
perceptions of brand prestige, brand credibility, and brand uniqueness.
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Figure 13

Introduction to the Burberry brand (Study 3)
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Manipulation. Second, each participant was introduced to a fictional company,
Twelve Jordan, presented as a new online service that offers the opportunity to wear
different high-end outfits throughout the month. A set of website screenshots was
included. These screenshots were created by the researcher based on the design of actual
access-based consumption sites to accurately mimic real world presentation.
All participants were told: “Some of the many options available from Twelve
Jordan are Burberry clothing pieces like you have dreamed of owning. You will have the
opportunity to wear this outfit for $149/month until you are ready to send it back for a
different outfit.” The website screenshot included a sample of other high-end fashion
brand outfits available from Twelve Jordan. See Figures 14-15.
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Figure 14

Twelve Jordan website splash page (Study 3)
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Figure 15

Website screenshot explaining Twelve Jordan’s services
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Participants were then randomly assigned to one of the three scenarios (noncuration, general curation, or personalized curation). A pretest was conducted prior to the
main study to ensure that participants evaluated the three manipulations as significantly
different and that each level was perceived as progressively more personalized. For the
non-curation scenario, participants were shown a Burberry outfit collection consisting of
three pieces of clothing and one accessory (tie or necklace) based on their identified
gender. This group was told that, “This Burberry collection was randomly selected for
you!” See Figure 16.
For the curation manipulations, participants were first given additional details
about how the company selects outfits before being shown a selected Burberry outfit
collection. The general curation group was told that they must select an upcoming
occasion, for instance like a work event, before viewing the stylists’ picks. The group
was then told that, “This Burberry collection was selected for you! These four pieces
offer a mix of stylist picks for your work event.” See Figures 17-18.
The personalized curation group was told that they must fill out a style profile,
which includes questions about the accessor’s favorite styles, brands, and detailed
measurements. Participants viewed three screens for the style profile, which included the
same types of questions found on a personalized curation site in order to increase its
realism. The group was then told that, “This Burberry collection was personalized just
for you! These four pieces were hand-selected for you based on your personality and
lifestyle profile.” All verbiage is consistent with curation appeals made on retail
websites. See Figures 19-22.
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Figure 16

Non-curated Aspirational Access Scenario (Study 3)
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Figure 17

General Curated Aspirational Access Website Details (Study 3)
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Figure 18

General Curated Aspirational Access Scenario (Study 3)
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Figure 19

Personalized Curated Aspirational Consumption Website Details (Study 3)
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Figure 20

Personalized Curated Aspirational Consumption Profile Details (Study 3)
100

Figure 21

Personalized Curated Aspirational Access Profile Details Cont’d (Study 3)
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Figure 22

Personalized Curated Aspirational Access Scenario (Study 3)
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Post-Manipulation. After viewing the website screenshots, participants were
asked to respond once again to the brand perception measures of brand credibility,
prestige, and uniqueness. Next, the two measures of self-perception were collected—
self-esteem and authenticity—followed by the self-image congruence items and a
curation manipulation check. Participants were additionally asked measures of
familiarity and current or prior ownership of Burberry. Also, participants were asked
about prior experience with other fashion brands featured in the scenario and accessbased consumption services similar to Twelve Jordan.
Analysis of Pretest
A pre-test was conducted to provide evidence of the Study 3 procedure’s
effectiveness. The pre-test was designed to determine whether the curation manipulation
was successful and to assess the validity of the measures. Similar to the procedure used
in Study 2, respondents were recruited through an MTurk panel and compensated for
completion of the survey. In order to qualify for the study, participants had to reside in
the United States, be above 18 years of age, and pass a screening question about their
interest in the product category. This procedure resulted in 290 participants (No Curation
= 96, General Curation = 97, and Personalized Curation = 97). Of the respondents,
47.9% were male and the average age was 35.
With regards to the curation manipulation, participants responded to a question
that asked them to indicate whether Twelve Jordan, the fictional brand included in the
scenario, used the profile information gathered to create a customized brand collection
for the respondent. A one-way ANOVA determined that the curation manipulation was
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effective [F (2, 287) = 9.46, p = <.001]. Post-hoc tests indicated that each of the
conditions were significantly different from each other. The participants that received the
personalized curation scenario (M = 6.09) viewed the outfit as more highly curated than
the general curation (M = 5.75, p = .04) or no curation scenario (M = 5.36, p < .001).
Additionally, the general curation was also perceived as more highly curated than the no
curation scenario (p = .02).
Next, the realism of each scenario was evaluated using a scale item adapted from
Dabholkar (1994). Respondents were asked to indicate their agreement on a 7-point scale
whether the scenario presented to them was “1” not at all realistic to “7” very realistic.
There were no significant differences for perceived realism across the three curation
manipulations [F (2, 287) = .86, p = .43]. Each scenario was perceived as highly realistic
(MNoCuration = 5.29, MGeneral = 5.40, MPersonal = 5.55).
A reliability analysis was then performed on the six constructs (brand prestige,
brand credibility, brand prestige, self-esteem, self-authenticity, and self-image
congruence). The coefficient alpha for all constructs had an acceptable level of reliability
(α >.80, Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994). Next, an exploratory factor analysis was
performed to assess initial evidence of convergent and discriminant validity. All items
loaded on their respective constructs with no significant cross-loadings (>.5, Hair et al.,
2009). Overall, the procedure was effective and, therefore, used within the Study 3
primary data collection.
Primary Data Collection
In regards to the primary data collection, practicing lawyers were recruited from a
Qualtrics panel. This is an ideal sample since prior research has identified a link between
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lawyers and aspirational goods since status-related consumption is relevant to their
careers (Belk, Meyer, and Bahn, 1982; Elliott and Leonard, 2004). Lawyers also aim to
wear higher-end clothing to signal professionalism and competency (Gamez, 2016). Yet,
they may not always have the financial means to do so, which makes them an ideal
market for aspirational access services. Lawyers were recruited from a Qualtrics panel
since they are busy professionals and difficult to reach. Using Qualtrics also allowed for
greater confidence that respondents were actually practicing lawyers. Participants were
compensated $16 for completion of the survey. This yielded 182 participants (No
Curation = 60; General Curation = 60; Personalized = 62). Of the respondents, 50.5%
were male (Male = 92; Female = 90) and the average age was 32.
Measures
For Study 3, the researcher developed a survey to measure the six constructs of
interest—brand prestige, brand credibility, brand uniqueness, self-esteem, selfauthenticity, and self-image congruence. Each construct is detailed below.
Brand Prestige. As in Study 2, a three-item scale adapted for the context from
Stokburger-Sauer, Ratneshwar, and Sen (2012) was used to measure brand prestige (αPre
= .92; αPost = .93). This scale assessed perceptions of the status associated with the focal
brand, Burberry. Items were measured on a 7-point scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 =
strongly agree.
Brand Credibility. A four-item scale from Erdem and Swait (2004) was used to
measure brand credibility (αPre = .93; αPost = .94). This scale assessed the believability of
product information related to expertise and trustworthiness that is promoted by the focal
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brand, Burberry. Items were measured on a 7-point scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 =
strongly agree.
Brand Uniqueness. The four-item scale from Study 2, originally adapted for the
context from Netemeyer et al., (2004), was used to measure brand uniqueness (α Pre = .95;
αPost = .96). This scale assessed perceptions that the focal brand of this study, Burberry,
was unique and different from other high-end apparel brands. Items were measured on a
7-point scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree.
Self-Esteem. A four-item scale adapted from Malär et al. (2011) was used to
measure self-esteem (α = .95). As in Study 2, state self-esteem is measured (versus trait
self-esteem), where higher numbers represent a more positive self-esteem while wearing
the Burberry outfit. Items were measured on a 7-point scale: 1 = strongly disagree; 7 =
strongly agree.
Self-Authenticity. A four-item semantic differential scale developed in Study 2
was used to measure perceptions of self-authenticity from an individual consumer
perspective (α = .94). Each item was assessed on a 7-point semantic differential scale.
Self-Image Congruence. New to Study 3, a four-item measure of self-image
congruence with the brand, adapted for the context from Sirgy et al. (1997), was used (α
= .94). This scale assessed the degree to which an aspirational accessor perceives a
similarity between his/her self-image and Burberry. Items were measured on a 7-point
scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree.
A reliability analysis was performed on the scale items for all six constructs of
interest. The coefficient alpha for all constructs had an acceptable level of reliability (α
>.80, Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994). Next, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was
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performed via AMOS 24. The results of the CFA found that the model fit the data
reasonably well (χ2 = 390.72, df = 210, p < .001, CFI = .96, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .06)
and each item loaded significantly on its respective construct. See Table 6 for details.
Based on the procedures recommended by Fornell and Larcker (1981), convergent and
discriminant validity were then further evaluated. The average variance extracted for
each construct exceeded .50 providing evidence of convergent validity (see Table 7).
The average variance extracted was then compared to the shared variance between
constructs. All values were less than the average variance extracted for each construct,
providing support for discriminant validity.
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Table 6

Confirmatory Factor and Reliability Analysis (Study 3)

Scale Items
Brand Credibility* (α = .94) adapted from Erdem and Swait (2004)
- This brand has the ability to deliver what it promises.
- This brand's product claims are believable.
- This brand has a name you can trust.
- This brand doesn't pretend to be something it isn't.
Brand Prestige* (α = .93) adapted from Stokburger-Sauer et al. (2012)
- Burberry is a first-class brand.
- Burberry is very prestigious.
- Burberry is among the best brands of apparel.
Brand Uniqueness* (α = .96) adapted from Netemeyer et al. (2004)
- Burberry is unique from other brands of high-end apparel.
- Burberry is distinct from other brands of high-end apparel.
- Burberry really stands out from other brands of high-end apparel.
- Burberry is very different from other brands of high-end apparel.
Self-Esteem (α = .95) adapted from Malär et al. (2011)
- Wearing this outfit, I would feel good about myself.
- Wearing this outfit, I would feel like I am a person of worth.
- Wearing this outfit, I would have a positive attitude toward
myself.
- Wearing this outfit, I would feel proud.
Self-Authenticity (α = .94) developed scale
- I would feel like I am imitating someone who wears high-end
apparel.
/ I would feel like I am someone who wears high-end apparel.
- I would feel like I am trying to be someone I am not.
/ I would feel like I am being myself.
- I would feel like I am misrepresenting who I am.
/ I would feel like I am representing who I actually am.
- I feel like I was pretending to be someone else.
/ I would feel like I am presenting my true self.
Self-Image Congruence (α = .94) adapted from Sirgy et al. (1997)
- Burberry is consistent with how I see myself.
- Burberry reflects who I am.
- The kind of person who typically wears Burberry is very much
like me.
- Burberry is the mirror image of me.
*Values listed for Brand Credibility, Prestige, and Uniqueness are the post measures.
** Denotes a constrained relationship to 1.00 in order for identification
All factor loadings have a p-value of <.001

Model Fit Statistics

χ² = 390.72, df = 210, p<.001
IFI = .96, TLI = .95, CFI = .96, RMSEA = .06
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Standardized
Factor
Loadings

tvalues

.91
.93
.89
.83

**
21.41
18.78
16.38

.95
.89
.89

**
21.85
21.00

.90
.91
.94
.95

**
20.37
21.92
23.04

.89
.84
.95

**
15.69
20.86

.89

18.24

.84

**

.86

14.54

.90

15.82

.92

16.53

.90
.94
.84

**
21.11
15.84

.88

13.85

Table 7

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of Constructs (Study 3)

1. Brand Credibility
2. Brand Prestige
3. Brand Uniqueness
4. Self-Esteem
5. Self-Authenticity
6. Self-Image
Congruence

Mean

Standard
Deviation

1

2

3

4

5

6

5.33
5.45
4.73
5.01
4.18
3.50

1.22
1.15
1.43
1.33
1.46
1.22

.79
.82
.62
.70
.38
.58

.83
.65
.56
.30
.53

.86
.49
.42
.62

.70
.47
.56

.77
.53

.79

Note: Intercorrelation of constructs below the diagonal. Values on the diagonal in bold
are the Average Variance Extracted for each construct. All scale items were on a 7-point
scale.
Results
Study 3 hypotheses are assessed using a two-step process and examined in order
of the survey design beginning with the pre-treatment brand perceptions. First, a
repeated measures MANOVA was used to evaluate the change in brand perceptions due
to aspirational access participation (H5). For the post-measures, differences in selfperceptions and brand-perceptions across the three curation groups was assessed using a
series of ANOVAs (H6-H8). Second, to assess the mediated effect of self-image
congruency (H9-11) the data was examined using model 4 of PROCESS for SPSS
(Hayes, 2018).
Brand Perceptions
As expected, when the pre-treatment measures were compared, there were no
significant differences across the three curation levels’ perceptions of brand prestige
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(MNoCuration = 5.32, MGeneral = 5.50, MPersonal = 5.38, p = .72), brand credibility (MNoCuration
= 5.09, MGeneral = 5.45, MPersonal = 5.34, p = .26), or brand uniqueness (MNoCuration = 4.45,
MGeneral = 4.83, MPersonal = 4.73, p = .32).
Furthermore, there were no significant differences in perceptions between males
and females for brand prestige (MMale = 5.29, MFemale = 5.51, p = .23), brand credibility
(MMale = 5.18, MFemale = 5.40, p = .22), or brand uniqueness (MMale = 4.52, MFemale = 4.82,
p = .16), prior to being exposed to aspirational access.
Next, the effects of exposure to one of the three treatment levels on the dependent
variables of brand prestige, brand credibility, and brand uniqueness were tested. A 3
(curation level: none, general, personalized) x 2 (gender: male, female) repeatedmeasures multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was run. The analysis revealed a
significant main effect for the curation level [F (3, 178) = 3.03, p = .007]. However, the
main effect for gender [F (3, 178) = .977, p = .41] and the interaction between the main
factors [F (3, 178) = .193, p = .90] were non-significant.
Paired-sample t-tests were used to compare changes in brand perceptions across
the three curation levels. Consistent with results from Study 2, after exposure to noncurated aspirational access participation, respondents’ perceptions of brand prestige (Mpre
= 5.32; Mpost = 4.99; p = .003) and credibility (Mpre = 5.09; Mpost = 4.84; p = .005)
significantly decreased, while brand uniqueness showed a marginally significant decrease
(Mpre = 4.45; Mpost = 4.20; p = .06).
The opposite effect was found for participants exposed to curated aspirational
access participation. Perceptions of brand prestige significantly increased for both the
general (Mpre = 5.50; Mpost = 5.75; p = .02) and personalized curation groups (Mpre = 5.38;
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Mpost = 5.63; p = .04), supporting H5a. Similarly, perceptions of brand credibility also
significantly increased for the general (Mpre = 5.45; Mpost = 5.58; p = .04) and
personalized curation groups (Mpre = 5.34; Mpost = 5.51; p = .03), providing support for
H5b. Finally, perceptions of brand uniqueness significantly increased for the general
curation group (Mpre = 4.83; Mpost = 5.07; p = .004). A similar trend was indicated for the
personalized curation group (Mpre = 4.73; Mpost = 4.92; p = .06), providing only partial
support for H5c. Results are illustrated below in Figures 23-25 with significant
differences indicated with an asterisk.
Change in Brand Prestige
7

Brand Prestige

6.5
6
5.5
5

5.32

5.50

5.75
5.38

5.63

4.99

4.5
4
3.5

No Curation*

General Curation*

Pre-Prestige

Post-Prestige

*Significant Difference, <.05

Figure 23

Study 3 Results: Brand Prestige (H5a)
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Personalized
Curation*

Change in Brand Credibility
7

Brand Credibility

6.5
6
5.5

5.45
5.09

5

5.58

5.34

5.51

4.84

4.5
4
3.5

No Curation*

General Curation*

Pre-Credibility

Personalized
Curation*

Post-Credibility

*Significant Difference, <.05

Figure 24

Study 3 Results: Brand Credibility (H5b)

Change in Brand Uniqueness
7

Brand Uniqueness

6.5
6
5.5
5
4.5

4.83
4.45

5.07

4.73

4.92

4.20

4
3.5

No Curation

General Curation*

Pre-Uniqueness

Personalized Curation

Post-Uniqueness

*Significant Difference, <.05

Figure 25

Study 3 Results: Brand Uniqueness (H5c)
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Next, the post measures of aspirational accessors’ brand perceptions are compared
to evaluate whether curated aspirational accessors exhibit higher perceptions of brand
prestige, brand credibility, and brand uniqueness than non-curated aspirational accessors.
In regards to brand prestige, a significant one-way ANOVA indicates that perceptions of
brand prestige do differ based on the level of curation received [F (2, 179) = 8.04, p <
.001]. Post hoc analyses indicate that aspirational access-based consumers receiving
personalized curation (MPersonal = 5.63, p = .005) or general curation (MGeneral = 5.75, p =
.001) had significantly higher levels of brand prestige, compared to non-curated accessors
(MNoCuration = 4.99), supporting H6a.
Similarly, perceptions of brand credibility [F (2, 179) = 7.40, p = .001] and brand
uniqueness [F (2, 179) = 6.71, p = .002] differ based on the level of curation.
Personalized (MPersonal = 5.51, p = .005) and general (MGeneral = 5.58, p = .002) curation
yielded significantly higher perceptions of brand credibility compared to non-curated
accessors (MNoCuration = 4.84), providing support for H6b. Personalized (MPersonal = 4.92, p
= .015) and general (MGeneral = 5.07, p = .002) curated aspirational accessors also
exhibited significantly higher levels of brand uniqueness than non-curated accessors
(MNoCuration = 4.20), supporting H6c.
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Post Brand Perceptions
7
6.5
5.75 5.63

6
5.5
5

4.99*

5.58 5.51
5.07

4.84*

4.5

4.92

4.20*

4
3.5

Brand Prestige
No Curation

Brand Credibility
General Curation

Brand Uniqueness

Personalized Curation

*Dashed line indicates significant difference, <.05

Figure 26

Study 3 Results: Curation Post Measures (H6a-c)
Self-Esteem

Results from a 3 x 2 factorial ANOVA showed that the manipulation effect of
curation level [F(2, 176) = 19.78, p < .001] was statistically significant. Aspirational
accessors receiving curated offerings exhibited higher levels of self-esteem (MGeneral =
5.38, p < .001; MPersonal = 5.34, <.001) than non-curated aspirational accessors (MNoCuration
= 4.36), supporting H7. See Figure 27 for results. The main effect for gender [F(1, 176)
= 3.62, p = .06] and the interaction between curation and gender [F(2, 176) = 3.69, p =
.09] were not statistically significant.
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Self-Esteem
7
6.5

5.38

5.34

General Curation

Personalized
Curation

Self-Esteem

6
5.5
5

4.36*

4.5
4
3.5

No Curation

*Dashed line indicates significant difference, <.05

Figure 27

Study 3 Results: Self-Esteem (H7)

Self-Authenticity
Results from a 3 x 2 factorial ANOVA showed that the manipulation effect of
curation level [F(2, 176) = 3.23, p = .04] was statistically significant. Aspirational
accessors receiving curated offerings exhibited higher levels of self-authenticity (MGeneral
= 5.38, p < .001; MPersonal = 5.34, <.001) than non-curated aspirational accessors
(MNoCuration = 4.36), supporting H8. See Figure 28 for results. Neither the main effect for
gender [F(1, 176) = .51, p = .48], nor the interaction between curation and gender [F(2,
176) = .86, p = .42] were statistically significant.
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Self-Authenticity
7

Self-Authenticity

6.5
6

5.5

4.39

4.37

General Curation

Personalized
Curation

5

4.5

3.80*

4
3.5

No Curation

*Dashed line indicates significant difference, <.05

Figure 28

Study 3 Results: Self-Authenticity (H8)

Self-Image Congruence
PROCESS (Hayes, 2018) Model 4 was used to assess the effects of aspirational
curation onto perceptions of the self and accessed brand through self-image congruence
with the accessed brand. Version 3 of the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2018) was
used since it allows for mediation analysis with a multicategorical antecedent (curation
level: none, general, personalized). To examine the impact on the five dependent
variables of interest, a series of five mediation models were tested. For all analyses, 5000
bias-corrected bootstrapped samples were used to estimate the indirect effects with a 95%
confidence interval as recommended by Hayes (2018). PROCESS automatically dummy
codes categorical variables yielding two dummy variables. For D1, general curation was
coded as a 1, while personal curation and non-curation were coded 0. For D2, personal
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curation was coded 1, while general curation and non-curation were coded 0. Thus, the
reference group (coded as 0 for both dummy variables) was always the non-curated group
and all effects discussed below are relative to non-curated aspirational access.
Self-Esteem.

The effects of curation to self-image congruence were positive and

significant (aGeneral = .97, t = 3.71, p <.001; aPersonal = .84, t = 3.23, p = .002). The effect
of self-image congruence to self-esteem was also positive and significant (b = .44, t =
7.77, p < .001). Bootstrapped analyses revealed significant relative indirect effects
through self-image congruence (a*bGeneral = .42, CI: .20 to .70; a*bPersonal = .37, CI: .13 to
.64), providing support for H9. However, the relative direct effects from personalized
and general curation onto self-esteem were significant (c'General = .59, t = 2.84, p = .005;
c'Personal= .60, t = 2.95, p = .004) when compared to non-curated aspirational access. This
indicates complementary mediation (Zhao, Lynch, and Chen, 2010). Complementary
mediation is defined by Zhao et al. (2010) as a mediation model in which both the
mediated effect (a*b) and direct effect (c’) both exist and are of the same sign. See
Figure 29 for results.

*p <.05

Figure 29

Study 3 Mediation Results: Curation onto Self-Esteem through Self-Image
Congruence (H9)
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Self-Authenticity. The effects of curation to self-image congruence were positive
and significant (aGeneral = .97, t = 3.71, p <.001; aPersonal = .84, t = 3.23, p = .002). The
effect of self-image congruence to brand prestige was also positive and significant (b =
.52, t = 8.06, p = <.001). Bootstrapped analyses revealed significant relative indirect
effects through self-image congruence (a*bGeneral = .50, CI: .23 to .82; a*bPersonal = .43,
CI: .15 to .77), providing support for H10. The relative direct effects from personalized
and general curation onto self-authenticity were both non-significant (c'General = .08, t =
.35, p = .73; c'Personal= .14, t = .61, p = .54), indicating indirect-only mediation (Zhao,
Lynch, and Chen, 2010). See Figure 30 for results.

*p <.05

Figure 30

Study 3 Mediation Results: Curation onto Self-Authenticity through SelfImage Congruence (H10)

Brand Prestige. The effects of curation to self-image congruence were positive
and significant (aGeneral = .97, t = 3.71, p <.001; aPersonal = .84, t = 3.23, p = .002). The
effect of self-image congruence to brand prestige was also positive and significant (b =
.38, t = 7.45, p <.001). Bootstrapped analyses revealed significant relative indirect
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effects through self-image congruence (a*bGeneral = .37, CI: .17 to .59; a*bPersonal = .32,
CI: .12 to .55), providing support for H11a. Importantly, the relative direct effect from
general curation onto brand prestige was significant (c'General = .39, t = 2.10, p = .04),
while personal curation onto brand prestige was non-significant (c'Personal= .32, t = 1.77, p
= .07), indicating complementary mediation (Zhao, Lynch, and Chen, 2010). See Figure
31 for results.

*p <.05

Figure 31

Study 3 Mediation Results: Curation onto Brand Prestige through SelfImage Congruence (H11a)

Brand Credibility. The effects of curation to self-image congruence were positive
and significant (aGeneral = .97, t = 3.71, p <.001; aPersonal = .84, t = 3.23, p = .002). The
effect of self-image congruence to brand credibility was also positive and significant (b =
.48, t = 9.85, p <.001). Bootstrapped analyses revealed significant relative indirect
effects through self-image congruence (a*bGeneral = .47, CI: .23 to .73; a*bPersonal = .41,
CI: .15 to .68), providing support for H11b. Additionally, the relative direct effects from
personalized and general curation onto brand credibility were non-significant (c'General =
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.27, t = 1.53, p = .13; c'Personal= .26, t = 1.50, p = .14) indicating indirect-only mediation.
See Figure 32 for results.

*p <.05

Figure 32

Study 3 Mediation Results: Curation onto Brand Credibility through SelfImage Congruence (H11b)

Brand Uniqueness. The effects of curation to self-image congruence were
positive and significant (aGeneral = .97, t = 3.71, p <.001; aPersonal = .84, t = 3.23, p = .002).
The effect of self-image congruence to brand uniqueness was also positive and significant
(b = .58, t = 9.95, p <.001). Bootstrapped analyses revealed significant relative indirect
effects through self-image congruence (a*bGeneral = .56, CI: .26 to .91; a*bPersonal = .49,
CI: .18 to .82), providing support for H11c. Furthermore, the relative direct effects from
personalized and general curation onto brand uniqueness were non-significant (c'General =
.31, t = 1.47, p = .14; c'Personal= .22, t = 1.07, p = .29), indicating indirect-only mediation.
See Figure 33 for results.
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*p <.05

Figure 33

Study 3 Mediation Results: Curation onto Brand Uniqueness through SelfImage Congruence (H11c)

Discussion
The goal of Study 3 was to understand whether curation within aspirational access
would benefit consumers and in what form (i.e., general or personalized). The results of
Study 3 indicate that curation may diminish the negative impact of aspirational access in
regards to how consumers feel about themselves and the focal brand. Curated aspirational
offerings were overall seen as better for the brand and the self. Specifically, aspirational
accessors who received curated offerings had both significantly higher perceptions of the
brand (brand prestige, brand credibility, and brand uniqueness) and perceptions of the self
(self-esteem and self-authenticity) than did aspirational accessors who received random
offerings. This pattern was found regardless of whether the curation practice was general
or personalized. Replicating the results from Study 2, non-curated aspirational accessors’
perceptions of brand credibility and brand prestige significantly declined. Brand
uniqueness declined for these accessors, but only marginally. This trend was also seen in
Study 2. Brand uniqueness may be less affected than other brand perceptions since the
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focal aspirational brand is being acquired in a novel medium and, therefore, still unique
and distinguishable from similar brands. However, for accessors receiving curated
offerings perceptions of brand credibility and prestige were actually enhanced, supporting
the idea that curation practices provide additional value to consumers and increase
perceptions of the brand offerings (Rosenbaum, 2009, 2011).
Curation also helped to enhance perceptions of the self. Accessors receiving
either personalized or generalized curated offerings had significantly higher perceptions
of self-esteem and self-authenticity in comparison to non-curated aspirational accessors
receiving randomly selected offerings. This provides support that receiving external
approval, in this case in the form of a curator, that validates access to aspirational brands
can indeed enhance outcomes of aspirational access.
Finally, this study provides evidence of the underlying mechanism driving these
effects. Specifically, Study 3 finds that self-image congruence with the brand, defined as
the fit between the accessor’s self-concept and the image of the accessed brand, drives
these effects. Self-image congruence with a brand is said to occur when the discrepancy
between an individual’s actual self and the image of what the brand represents is
diminished (Higgins, 1987). In aspirational access, the image of what the brand
represents is essentially the accessor’s ideal self since the brand being accessed is an
aspirational brand. Self-image congruence with the brand mediated the influence of
curation onto both self- and brand-perceptions. This suggests that within curated
aspirational access, accessors are less likely to focus on the discrepancy between their
actual and ideal selves and instead believe that they are an appropriate match with the
accessed brand.
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Therefore, while temporary access to aspirational brands can have an adverse
effect on consumers’ self-esteem and self-authenticity, curation practices may diminish
this negative impact by helping the consumer to more closely identify with the accessed
brand. Even without legal ownership, curated aspirational accessors can identify with the
accessed aspirational brand leading to positive psychological outcomes. See Table 8 for
a summary of the findings.
Table 8

Summary of Findings (Study 3)

Hypothesis
H5: Aspirational accessors who receive curated brand
offerings will exhibit increased perceptions of a) brand
prestige, b) brand credibility, and c) brand uniqueness after
participating in aspirational access.
H6: Curated aspirational accessors will exhibit higher
perceptions of a) brand prestige, b) brand credibility, and c)
brand uniqueness than non-curated accessors.
H7: Curated aspirational access will yield higher levels of
self-esteem in the accessor than non-curated aspirational
access.
H8: Curated aspirational access will yield higher levels of
self-authenticity in the accessor than non-curated
aspirational access.
H9: The relationship between curated aspirational access
and self-esteem will be mediated by an accessor’s selfimage congruence with the brand.
H10: The relationship between curated aspirational access
and self-authenticity will be mediated by an accessor’s selfimage congruence with the brand.
H11: The relationship between curated aspirational access
and (a) brand prestige, (b) brand credibility, and (c) brand
uniqueness will be mediated by an accessor’s self-image
congruence with the brand.

*p <.05; **p <.10
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Finding
Partially Supported

(H5c supported* for
generalized, marginally
supported** for
personalized)

Supported*
Supported*
Supported*
Supported*
Supported*
Supported*

Study Four
Study 4 aims to further explain how aspirational accessors may benefit from
curated aspirational access, even through temporary possession and use of aspirational
brands. Curation is an emerging practice within marketing and there is still much to
understand about the practice. Study 3 began to explore the benefits of curation practices
by showing how it may diminish any negative consequences of aspirational access
through consumers’ self-image congruence with the accessed brand. Study 4 continues
to explore the positive benefits of curation for aspirational accessors and is separated into
two parts with two distinct goals.
First, Study 4a aims to understand whether aspirational accessors perceive
themselves as part of the in-group of high-end consumers. The results from the
netnographic analysis in Study 1 suggested that owners think of access-based consumers
as an “out-group” who pose as users of these aspirational brands. Study 2 indicated that
aspirational accessors may see themselves the same way and, without curation, are
negatively impacted by aspirational access participation. Yet, curation practices may
encourage accessors to identify with the accessed brand and lead to perceived in-group
status, despite possibly being viewed by owners as an out-group as indicated in Study 1.
Study 4a continues to explore the positive influence of curated aspirational access by
extending the hypotheses from Study 3 with the inclusion of perceived in-group status
and the moderating role of trust in the curator. See Figure 34 for the proposed model.
However, it is still unknown whether curated aspirational accessors can enjoy
benefits similar to those of owners, such as enhanced perceptions of the self and brand.
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Therefore, Study 4b evaluates whether this process of self-image congruence and
perceived in-group status applies to both curated aspirational accessors, as well as
traditional owners of the brand. In order to explore this concept, a two-group analysis is
conducted with the curated accessors from Study 4a and owners of aspirational brands.

Figure 34

Serial Mediation Model of Perceived Curation’s Influence with Moderating
Influence of Trust (Study 4a)

Study 4a: Hypotheses Development
The Mediating Role of Perceived In-Group Status
The qualitative results in Study 1 suggest that owners of aspirational brands
consider themselves as an in-group distinct from aspirational accessors. This is
consistent with prior research that categorizes brand owners as maintaining an in-group
status (Bellezza and Keinan, 2014). An in-group is defined as a social group that shares
defining qualities and whose members identify strongly with one another (Brewer, 1979).
Owners are often perceived as members of the in-group due to societal norms that
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prioritize ownership (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012). Conversely, consumers who desire to
belong to the ownership group, but currently represent an aspirational group, such as
aspirational accessors, have in the past been categorized as an out-group (Choi and
Winterich, 2013). Aspirational accessors are considered part of the out-group since they
lack typical characteristics of a brand owner. Members of an out-group, usually
representative of a lower-status group, often attempt to move up the status hierarchy and
desire membership within the in-group (Bettencourt et al., 2001). For aspirational
accessors, this might be possible through curated aspirational access.
Within aspirational access, perceived curation should lead to self-image
congruence with the accessed brand. Self-image congruence is conceptualized as a
consumer’s perception that an accessed aspirational brand’s image is consistent with the
accessor’s own self-image (Sirgy, 1982). An aspirational accessors’ perceived congruity
with an accessed brand should lead them to feel more like a true luxury brand owner (i.e.
in-group). In-group status is dependent upon defining characteristics and similarities,
such as social status or education (Doosje, Ellemers, and Spears, 1995). An important
defining characteristic explored within the marketing literature is the impact of brands on
creating group cohesion (e.g., O’Cass and Frost, 2004; Choi and Winterich, 2013).
Brand usage is directly linked to group membership since publicly consumed brands act
as status symbols (Bearden and Etzel, 1982). In order to maintain in-group status,
members typically consume the same brands in order to resemble the group and transfer
meanings from a focal brand to a reference group (Escalas and Bettman, 2005). Thus, if
an aspirational accessor’s self-concept is congruent with an accessed brand’s image, the
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accessor may also feel as if they share a common identity with the typical brand
consumer and, therefore, perceive themselves as part of the in-group.
Perceived in-group status should yield positive benefits for both consumers and
the focal brand. First, in-group status should enhance aspirational accessors’ selfperceptions. Brands have the ability to reinforce the way a consumer thinks about
him/herself, or in the case of aspirational brands, who the consumer thinks he/she could
become (Trocchia et al., 2015). Consumers then present this identity to others through
their brand choices to link themselves to a reference group in order to meet self-related
needs (Escalas and Bettman, 2003). For example, Escalas and Bettman (2003) state that
consumers maintain brand connections associated with aspirational groups (e.g., owners)
in order to enhance one’s self-concept. Upward comparisons to members of an
aspirational in-group can threaten an individual’s self-esteem (Brewer and Weber, 1994).
Yet self-discrepancy theory suggests that once an individual reaches the status of an ingroup member, then his/her self-concept is enhanced since they have achieved their
aspirational status (Higgins, 1987; 1989). Fulfillment of this perceived status, within the
in-group, should then enhance an aspirational accessors’ self-esteem and selfauthenticity. Thus:
H12: The relationship between curated aspirational access and self-esteem will
be mediated by an accessor’s self-image congruence with the brand and perceived
in-group status.
H13: The relationship between curated aspirational access and self-authenticity
will be mediated by an accessor’s self-image congruence with the brand and
perceived in-group status.
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Perceived in-group status should also positively influence perceptions of the focal
brand. Considerable research has established a link between aspirational in-group
influence on brand perceptions. Specifically, consumers positively evaluate brands
associated with in-group brands that they belong to and feel connected to, whereas they
tend to disassociate from brands that are related to an out-group (Escalas and Bettman,
2003, 2005; Choi and Winterich, 2013). Brand value is enhanced for focal brands that
are meaningful to group status (Chernev, Hamilton, and Gal, 2011). In the context of
aspirational access, brands that help aspirational accessors to maintain their perceived ingroup status should then be evaluated positively. Therefore:
H14: The relationship between curated aspirational access and (a) brand prestige,
(b) brand credibility, and (c) brand uniqueness will be mediated by an accessor’s
self-image congruence with the brand and perceived in-group status.
The Moderating Role of Trust
Trust in the curator is explored as a moderator that strengthens the relationship
between perceived curation and self-image congruence with the brand. Curators are
perceived experts that narrow down product choices by carefully selecting and presenting
relevant, handpicked choices to consumers (Villi, Moisander, and Joy, 2012). However,
the extent to which curation is successful should depend on a consumer’s trust in the
curator. Trust is defined in the marketing literature as “existing when one party has
confidence in the exchange partner’s reliability and integrity” (Morgan and Hunt, 1994,
p. 23). In the context of service providers, Sirdeshmuk, Singh, and Sabol (2002) define
consumer trust as expectations of dependability and reliability in regards to the service
provider’s capability to deliver on its promises. Based on prior definitions, trust in the
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curator is conceptualized herein as the degree to which an accessor believes the curator is
reliable and capable of correctly selecting brands that fit their ideal self-image.
Trust is considered to be an important aspect of curation (Rosenbaum, 2011).
Rosenbaum (2011) posits that the power of curation lies in the consumer’s belief that the
curator is an expert with the competency to narrow down product choices to relevant
selections. If consumers do not trust the curator, or their ability to accurately choose
brands that are a good fit, then consumers will search elsewhere. Higher levels of
consumer trust in the curator should strengthen the relationship between curation and
self-image congruence with accessed brands since brand selections are viewed as more
accurate depictions of oneself. Within recommendation systems, researchers have found
that a higher level of trust in a recommender positively influences perceived accuracy of
the recommendations (O’Donovan and Smyth, 2006; Golbeck and Hendler, 2006). That
is, consumers are more likely to believe that recommendations are accurate, whether they
really are a good fit or not, if the consumer trusts the recommender’s competency
(O’Donovan and Smyth, 2005). For aspirational accessors, brand recommendations
selected by a trusted perceived expert (i.e. curator) should strengthen a consumer’s belief
that his/her self-concept matches an accessed brand’s image. This is because the
consumer believes that the curator is more accurately selecting brands that fit the
consumer’s ideal self-image. Therefore:
H15: Trust in the curator will strengthen the relationship between perceived
curation and the aspirational accessor’s self-image congruence with accessed
brands.
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Study 4a: Method
Study 4a more closely focuses on curated aspirational accessors and whether
curation practices help them achieve perceived in-group status. It moves away from
experimental design, which was utilized in Studies 2 and 3, to a survey-based approach in
which the relationships are tested within structural equation modeling. Study 4a
replicates and then expands the Study 3 conceptual model for aspirational accessors with
the inclusion of trust as a moderating variable. Additionally, using a serial mediation
analysis, Study 4a proposes that this effect is mediated by self-image congruence with the
brand (as investigated in Study 3) and then by perceived in-group status resulting in
increased self- and brand perceptions.
Measures
To assess the extended model, a survey was developed to capture the 9 constructs
of interest—brand prestige, brand credibility, brand uniqueness, self-esteem, selfauthenticity, self-image congruence, perceived curation, in-group status, and trust in the
curator. Each construct is detailed below.
Brand Perceptions As in Studies 2 and 3, participants completed a three-item
measure of prestige (α = .90; Stokburger-Sauer, Ratneshwar, and Sen, 2012), four-item
measure of credibility (α = .84; Erdem and Swait, 2004), and four-item measure of brand
uniqueness (α = .87; Netemeyer et al., 2004). All items were measured on a 7-point
scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree.
Self-Perceptions The self-esteem (α = .88) and self-authenticity (α = .84)
measures from Studies 2 and 3 were used. Again, self-esteem scale was adapted from
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Malär et al. (2011), while self-authenticity was a four-item semantic differential scale
developed in Study 2.
Self-Image Congruence As in Study 3, a four-item measure of self-image
congruence with the brand was used (α = .86). This scale, adapted for the context from
Sirgy et al., (1997), assessed the degree to which an aspirational accessor perceives a
similarity between his/her self-image and the focal brand. Items were measured on a 7point scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree.
Perceived Curation

A three-item scale adapted from the curation manipulation

check in Study 2 was used to assess aspirational accessors’ perceptions that the
aspirational access service they are members of curate brand offerings (α = .82). Items
were measured on a 7-point scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree.
In-Group Status

New to Study 4, a four-item scale of perceived in-group status

(α = .89), adapted for the context from Cameron (2004), was used to measure the extent
to which an aspirational accessor feels part of and connected to high-end consumers.
Items were measured on a 7-point scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree.
Trust in the Curator Also new to Study 4, a three-item scale of trust in the
curator (α = .83) was adapted for the context (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Erdem & Swait,
2004) as a moderating variable. This scale assessed the extent to which an aspirational
accessor believes that the aspirational access services can be trusted to accurately curate
accessed brand offerings. Items were measured on a 7-point scale: 1 = strongly disagree,
7 = strongly agree.
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Procedure and Results
For the first portion of Study 4, active members of an aspirational, access-based
clothing service were recruited to participate in the study. Specifically, members of
curated aspirational access services, such as Rent the Runway and Le Tote, were
recruited from the companies’ social media sites. A recruitment post and survey link
were posted directly on the services’ social media pages. Additionally, the researcher
placed ads on Facebook recruiting accessors to participate in the study. These ads
appeared on the news feed of consumers who had “liked” aspirational access services on
Facebook, including Rent the Runway, Le Tote, and Bag Borrow or Steal. The posts
stated the following and included a direct link to the survey:
“Are you a member of an apparel subscription service (e.g., Le Tote, Rent the
Runway Unlimited or Gwynnie Bee)? If so, would you be willing to share your
experiences for a chance to win one of two $100 gift cards?
I am a doctoral student working on my dissertation, which investigates the impact
of accessing high-end and luxury apparel. I would appreciate any opinions I could
get on this topic as I work towards graduation.
Your opinions are important and your responses are anonymous and confidential.
The survey should take less than 20 minutes to complete. Thank you!”

A qualification question was used to ensure that respondents were active members
of an access service. A total of 230 members responded to the survey. Due to
incomplete responses or failure to pass attention checks, 3 responses were dropped,
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yielding a final sample of 227. Of the respondents, 58.4% were female and the average
age was 32.
A reliability analysis was performed on the scale items for all nine constructs of
interest. The coefficient alpha for all constructs had an acceptable level of reliability (α
>.80, Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994). Next, a confirmatory factor analysis was conducted
using AMOS 24. The results of the CFA indicated that the model had an acceptable fit to
the data (χ2 = 924.32, df = 448, p < .001, CFI = .92, IFI = .92, RMSEA = .06), and each
item loaded significantly on its respective construct. See Table 9 for details. Convergent
and discriminant validity were then evaluated following the procedures recommended by
Fornell and Larcker (1981). The average variance extracted for each construct exceeded
.50 providing evidence of convergent validity (see Table 10). The average variance
extracted was then compared to the shared variance between constructs. All values were
less than the average variance extracted for each construct, providing support for
discriminant validity.
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Table 9

Confirmatory Factor and Reliability Analysis (Study 4a)

Scale Items
Perceived Curation (α = .82) developed scale
- This company selects brands to fit my style.
- This company presents brands that are tailored to my
personality.
- This company organizes brands to fit my needs.
Self-Image Congruence (α = .86) adapted from Sirgy et al.
(1997)
- This brand is consistent with how I see myself.
- This brand reflects who I am.
- The kind of person who typically wears this brand is very much
like me.
- This brand is the mirror image of me.
In-Group Status (α = .89) adapted from Cameron (2004)
- I feel like I have a lot in common with high-end consumers.
- I feel strong ties to high-end consumers.
- I feel a bond with high-end consumers.
- I feel connected to high-end consumers.
Brand Credibility (α = .84) adapted from Erdem and Swait
(2004)
- This brand has the ability to deliver what it promises.
- This brand's product claims are believable.
- This brand has a name you can trust.
- This brand doesn't pretend to be something it isn't.
Brand Prestige (α = .90) adapted from Stokburger-Sauer,
Ratneshwar, and Sen (2012)
- This brand is a first-class brand.
- This brand is very prestigious.
- This brand is among the best brands of apparel.
Brand Uniqueness (α = .87) adapted from Netemeyer et al.
(2004)
- This brand is unique from other brands of high-end apparel.
- This brand is distinct from other brands of high-end apparel.
- This brand really stands out from other brands of high-end
apparel.
- This brand is very different from other brands of high-end
apparel.
Self-Esteem (α = .88) adapted from Malär et al. (2011)
- Wearing outfits from this brand, I feel good about myself.
- Wearing outfits from this brand, I feel like I am a person of
worth.
- Wearing outfits from this brand, I have a positive attitude
toward myself.
- Wearing outfits from this brand, I feel proud.
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Standardized
Factor Loadings

t-values

.81
.77

**
12.84

.75

12.42

.84
.83
.71

**
15.14
11.96

.66

10.93

.80
.82
.85
.83

**
13.81
14.39
13.94

.77
.83
.81
.63

**
13.52
13.18
9.74

.87
.88
.84

**
17.78
16.26

.73
.75
.83

**
10.94
12.23

.82

12.07

.78
.79

**
13.06

.82

13.61

.82

13.62

Table 9 Continued
Self-Authenticity (α = .84) developed scale
- I feel like I am imitating someone who wears high-end apparel.
/ I feel like I am someone who wears high-end apparel.
- I feel like I am trying to be someone I am not.
/ I feel like I am being myself.
- I feel like I am misrepresenting who I am.
/ I feel like I am representing who I actually am.
- I feel like I am pretending to be someone else.
/ I feel like I am presenting my true self.
Trust in the Curator (α = .83) adapted from Morgan & Hunt
(1994) and Erdem & Swait (2004)
- I trust this company to make selections that are right for me.
- I can count on this company to pick the right brands for me.
- This company is very good at sending me accurate selections.
** Denotes a constrained relationship to 1.00 in order for identification
All factor loadings have a p-value of <.001

Model Fit Statistics

χ² = 924.32, df = 448, p<.001
IFI = .92, TLI = .90, CFI = .92, RMSEA = .06
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.63

**

.79

9.26

.79

9.24

.82

9.44

.78
.77
.80

**
12.37
12.64

Table 10

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of Constructs (Study 4a)
Mean

1. Curation
2. SIC
3. In-Group
Status
4. Brand
Credibility
5. Brand
Prestige
6. Brand
Uniqueness
7. SelfEsteem
8. SelfAuthenticity
9. Trust in
the Curator

5.45
5.31
5.02

Standard
Deviation
1.09
1.20
1.18

5.59

1.14

.70

.72

.64

.58

5.54

1.27

.66

.68

.66

.73

.75

5.27

1.16

.62

.68

.65

.69

.73

.61

5.62

1.17

.68

.74

.65

.71

.72

.66

.64

5.13

1.15

.46

.46

.47

.46

.43

.38

.49

.57

5.33

1.19

.74

.68

.58

.67

.62

.61

.72

.51

1

2

3

.61
.67
.62

.58
.71

.68

4

5

6

7

8

9

.62

Note: Intercorrelation of constructs below the diagonal. Values on the diagonal in
bold are the Average Variance Extracted for each construct. All scale items were on
a 7-point scale.

After analyzing the measurement model, the structural model illustrated in Figure
34 was tested. The results of the structural analysis indicate an acceptable fit of the
model to the data (χ2 = 783.39, df = 380, p < .001, CFI = .92, IFI = .92, RMSEA = .06).
Next, the structural relationships between constructs were analyzed. See Table 11 for a
complete list of standardized path estimates and t-values for each of the hypothesized
relationships. From this analysis, curation had a significant and positive relationship with
self-image congruence with the brand. This highlights the importance of brand curation
practices in helping consumers identify with an accessed brand. Self-image congruence
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then had a positive relationship with in-group status. That is, when an accessor perceives
that he/she is similar to the accessed brand, this also leads to perceptions of similarity
with owners of that brand. Perceptions of in-group status then had a positive relationship
with brand prestige, brand credibility, brand uniqueness, self-esteem, and selfauthenticity. Thus, all five of the psychological consequences of temporary aspirational
brand access explored were positively influenced by the brand curation process.
Table 11

Structural model results (Study 4a)
Relationship

Curation → Self-Image Congruence (SIC)
SIC → In-Group Status
In-Group Status → Self-Esteem
In-Group Status → Self-Authenticity
In-Group Status → Brand Prestige
In-Group Status → Brand Credibility
In-Group Status → Brand Uniqueness

Standardized
estimate
.87
.94
.95
.58
.86
.90
.87

t-value
12.02
11.58
10.47
6.45
11.26
10.54
9.70

Model Fit Statistics
χ² = 783.39, df = 380, p<.001
IFI = .92, TLI = .91, CFI = .92, RMSEA = .06

Next, a mediation analysis was conducted to explore hypotheses 12 – 14, which
propose that the influence of curation onto the self- and brand-perceptions should be
mediated by a sequential process of developing self-image congruence with the brand and
attaining in-group status. To test for sequential mediation, a bootstrap analysis was
conducted in AMOS 24.
A bias-corrected, 5,000 sample bootstrap 95% confidence interval for the indirect
effects of curation on self-perceptions through self-image congruence and then in-group
status for self-esteem was .79 (CI: .61, .99) and .42 for self-authenticity (CI: .27, .59),
137

supporting H12 and H13. Additionally, the indirect effects of curation on brandperceptions through self-image congruence and then in-group status was .93 for brand
prestige (CI: .75, 1.14), .82 for brand credibility (CI: .62, 1.02), and .72 for brand
uniqueness (CI: .55, .91), supporting H14a-c. See Table 12 to view the complete details.
Overall, the results indicate that curation’s influence on brand- and self-perceptions are
mediated through both self-image congruence with the brand and perceived in-group
status.
Table 12

Sequential Mediation Test (Study 4a)

Relationship
Curation → SIC → In-Group
Status → Self-Esteem
Curation → SIC → In-Group
Status → Self-Authenticity
Curation → SIC → In-Group
Status → Brand Credibility
Curation → SIC → In-Group
Status → Brand Prestige
Curation → SIC → In-Group
Status → Brand Uniqueness

Direct
effect
-.11 (-.86)

Indirect
effect
.79

.30 (1.97)

Indirect effects
Confidence
interval
Lower
Upper
.61

.99

pvalue
<.001

.42

.27

.59

<.001

.39 (3.78)

.82

.62

1.02

.001

.10 (.80)

.93

.75

1.14

<.001

.02 (.13)

.72

.55

.91

<.001

Note: Values presented are regression coefficients with t-values in parentheses

Finally, a moderation analysis was used to evaluate whether trust in the curator
moderated the relationship from perceived curation to self-image congruence with the
brand (see Table 13). To test this hypothesis, an interaction term for trust with perceived
curation was created. The results of the moderation test indicate that the relationship
from perceived curation to self-image congruence with the brand was not significantly
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strengthened when trust in the curator increased, rejecting H15. Alternatively, trust was
investigated as a moderating variable between self-image congruence with the brand and
in-group status. Results of the moderation test indicate that the relationship from selfimage congruence to in-group status is significantly strengthened the more trustworthy
the curator is perceived to be. Thus, trust in the curator is an important aspect to consider
within brand curation practices. Curation practices themselves positively influence an
individual’s identification with an accessed brand; however, the more they trust that the
curator is sending them accurate selections, the more likely an accessor is also to identify
as a part of the larger in-group (i.e. high-end consumers).
Table 13

Moderation Tests (Study 4a)

Hypothesized Relationship Standardized
effect
Trust → SIC
.40
Trust X Curation → SIC
-.009
Trust → In-Group Status
.19
Trust X SIC→ In-Group
.09
Status

t-value
5.77*
-.11
3.00*
2.09*

Conclusion
No moderation
Strengthening moderation

*p < .05

Study 4b: Conceptual Development
Is it possible for aspirational accessors, who do not legally own the product, to
achieve the same level of self- and brand-related outcomes from aspirational brand use
that owners attain? Some research suggests that it might be possible for non-owners to
exhibit ownership characteristics. For instance, Peck and Shu (2009) found that the
ability to touch an object can increase feelings of perceived ownership. Further, Pierce et
al., (2003) theorized that a number of other behaviors may result in psychological
ownership, including the ability to control the product, knowing the product intimately,
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and investing the self in the product. While aspirational access-based consumers do not
have control over accessed products, on-going participation in aspirational access may
result in a closer relationship and allow accessors to self-identify with the shared brands.
Yet, existing researchers disagree whether this is possible for standard access-based
consumers. Through in-depth interviews with members of the car sharing service Zipcar,
Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012) found that consumers did not experience a sense of
perceived ownership of the accessed vehicles. However, in the case of ZipCar, members
were actively avoiding identification (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012), which other
researchers state perceived ownership depends on (Peck and Shu, 2009). Indeed, Bardhi
and Eckhardt (2012) posit that standard access-based consumers may be able to develop
perceived ownership during long-term use once they have a chance to intimately know an
object and invest themselves. However, it is likely that aspirational accessors who
receive curated brand offerings may experience perceived ownership since consumers are
accessing brands directly linked to their ideal self and receiving justification that the focal
brand reflects this idealized self (Trocchia, Saine, Luckett, 2015; Sirgy, 1982). This final
research question explores whether aspirational accessors who perceive themselves as
members of the in-group are able to experience similar outcomes from the use of
aspirational brands as owners do, including enhanced perceptions of the self and the
brand. The model is shown in Figure 35.
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Figure 35

Two-Group Analysis Model to Compare Owners Versus Aspirational
Accessors (Study 4b)

Study 4b: Method
Procedure and Results
The second part of Study 4 explores the similarities between owners and curated
aspirational accessors. For Study 4b, owners of high-end goods were recruited to
compare the impact of aspirational brand use on owners versus the curated aspirational
accessors from Study 4a. Owners of aspirational brands were recruited through forums
dedicated to high-end fashion, including www.forums.thefashionspot.com, regarded as
the largest online community of fashion influencers, and www.styleforum.net, an active
forum with over 180,000 members focused on men’s style. The following message was
posted on the forums with a link to the survey:
“I am a doctoral student looking to hear opinions from owners of high-end brand
apparel. I’m seeking help to complete a survey as part of my program
requirements. You will simply be asked a few questions about your opinions of
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your favorite brand and purchase habits. If you complete the survey within two
weeks, you will be entered into a drawing to win one of two $100 gift cards.
Your opinions are important and your responses are anonymous and confidential.
The survey should take 10-15 minutes to finish.”

As indicated in the qualitative study, these owners are highly involved and
enthusiastic about voicing their opinions. In order to encourage further participation, a
random drawing for one of two $100 Amazon gift cards was offered as an incentive. A
total of 222 members responded to the survey. Due to incomplete responses or failure to
pass attention checks, 12 responses were dropped, yielding a final sample of 210. Of the
respondents, 55.7% were male and the average age was 33. The respondents were then
combined with the 227 aspirational accessors from Study 4a for a total sample size of
437.
First, tests for configural invariance and metric invariance were run to provide
evidence that the measurements of the seven constructs (i.e. self-image congruence, ingroup status, self-esteem, self-authenticity, brand credibility, brand prestige, and brand
uniqueness) were equivalent across groups. Configural invariance was examined first by
testing the unconstrained model across the accessor and ownership groups. The fit of the
configural invariance model was acceptable, (χ2 = 1499.93, df = 634, p < .001, CFI = .91,
IFI = .91, RMSEA = .05). Thus, the factor structure is a good fit for both types of
consumers. In order to test for full metric invariance, the factor loadings for the accessor
and ownership groups were constrained to be equal. There was a nonsignificant increase
in chi-square between the unconstrained and constrained models, ∆ χ2=12.88, p = .13.
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Therefore, full metric invariance exists and the meanings of the seven constructs are the
same for both consumer types. Overall, the two tests provide sufficient evidence that
equivalent factor structures exist and the construct items are measuring the same thing for
both groups.
Next, the structural model illustrated in Figure 35 was tested with the combined
sample. The results of the structural analysis indicate an adequate fit of the model to the
data (χ2 = 977.22, df = 307, p < .001, CFI = .92, IFI = .92, RMSEA = .07). Next, the
structural relationships between constructs were analyzed. See Table 14 for a complete
list of standardized path estimates and t-values for each of the illustrated relationships.
From this analysis self-image congruence with the brand had a positive relationship with
in-group status. Further, perceptions of in-group status had a positive relationship with
self-esteem, self-authenticity, brand prestige, brand credibility, and brand uniqueness.
Table 14

Structural Model Results (Study 4b)
Relationship

SIC → In-Group Status
In-Group Status → Self-Esteem
In-Group Status → Self-Authenticity
In-Group Status → Brand Prestige
In-Group Status → Brand Credibility
In-Group Status → Brand Uniqueness

Model Fit Statistics
χ² = 977.22, df = 307, p<.001
IFI = .92, TLI = .91, CFI = .92, RMSEA = .07

Standardized
estimate
.94
.91
.57
.85
.87
.83

t-value
15.88
15.58
10.19
15.31
14.09
13.76

Next, a two-group analysis was conducted to explore similarities between owners
and aspirational accessors for the abbreviated model. The aim of this analysis is to
understand whether the proposed structural model holds for both groups. For all but two
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relationships, there was no significant difference between owners and aspirational
accessors. Thus, the majority of the relationships were constant between the two models,
contrary to traditional ownership theories. Further, the impact of both brand prestige (∆
χ2=24.18, βowners = .49, βaccessors = .72) and brand credibility (∆ χ2=25.78, βowners = .39,
βaccessors = .63) was actually significantly higher for accessors than owners (df = 8; p <
.05). Indeed, even for the non-significant differences, the relative strength of self-image
congruence to perceived in-group status (βowners = .70, βaccessors = .71) and then in-group
status to self-esteem (βowners = .50, βaccessors = .65), self-authenticity (βowners = .47, βaccessors =
.47), and brand uniqueness (βowners = .65, βaccessors = .53), trended higher for accessors than
owners. This finding is interesting since the “mere ownership” bias states that owners
typically have higher evaluations of the brand than non-owners. Yet, the relationship
between perceived in-group status and key psychological consequences of aspirational
brand use are equal, if not relatively stronger, for curated aspirational accessors than
owners. Overall, the abbreviated model appears to be consistent between the two
consumer types indicating that curated aspirational access can help to enhance outcomes
of temporary brand use and yield similar effects as owners.
Discussion
Study 4a tests an expanded model from Study 3 to further understand how
aspirational accessors can benefit from curated aspirational access. Using a sequential
mediation test, the results of this study suggest that curation enhances self-image
congruence with the brand, which leads to perceived in-group status, ultimately
enhancing outcomes of aspirational access. Additionally, trust in the curator is an
important variable in enhancing perceived in-group status, or the belief that accessors are
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members of the ownership in-group, despite actually being non-prototypical consumers.
Study 4b also found, through a two-group analysis, that this process actually boosted the
outcomes of aspirational accessors to a similar level as owners. Thus, despite no legal
ownership, curated aspirational accessors may actually obtain benefits previously thought
to only apply to owners. Contrary to previous findings, this suggests that consumers can
now obtain ownership-type benefits of aspirational brands through temporary use in the
present. This widens the market for aspirational brands to target a new type of customer
and allows consumers to experience new types of products and brands in a positive
manner. See Table 15 for a summary of Study 4’s findings.
Table 15

Summary of Findings (Study 4)

Hypothesis
H12: The relationship between curated aspirational access
and self-esteem will be mediated by an accessor’s selfimage congruence with the brand and perceived in-group
status.
H13: The relationship between curated aspirational access
and self-authenticity will be mediated by an accessor’s selfimage congruence with the brand and perceived in-group
status.
H14: The relationship between curated aspirational access
and (a) brand prestige, (b) brand credibility, and (c) brand
uniqueness will be mediated by an accessor’s self-image
congruence with the brand and perceived in-group status.
H15: Trust in the curator will strengthen the relationship
between perceived curation and the aspirational accessor’s
self-image congruence with accessed brands.
*p <.05
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Finding
Supported*

Supported*

Supported*

Not Supported

(Alternatively, trust
significantly strengthens the
relationship between selfimage congruence and
in-group status)

GENERAL DISCUSSION
This dissertation explores the nature of aspirational brand consumption within an
emerging context. While the traditional focus of marketing has been on ownership, and
our theories are rooted within the context of these traditional marketplace exchanges,
consumers are increasingly opting out of ownership and into access-based consumption.
Nearly 20% of Americans have now engaged in access-based consumption and over half
of those users agree that access is the new ownership (Bothun and Lieberman, 2015).
Yet, theories based on traditional ownership suggest that there may be negative
psychological consequences of aspirational access-based consumption. Therefore, a
series of four studies were conducted to holistically explore the psychological
consequences of accessing versus owning aspirational brands. Specifically, the following
four research questions were addressed by employing a multi-method approach —What
do owners of aspirational brands think about aspirational access-based services? How
does aspirational access participation influence an accessor’s self- and brand-related
perceptions? How can the outcomes of aspirational access be enhanced for accessors
through brand curation? Can accessors temporarily using aspirational brands obtain the
same level of self- and brand-related outcomes as owners?
Study 1 provides a viewpoint of the norms associated with aspirational brand
consumption through a netnographic analysis uncovering owners’ perceptions of
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aspirational access-based consumption. The results of this qualitative study laid the
foundation for the quantitative studies to follow by exposing potentially negative aspects
of aspirational access that needed to be explored. Study 2 then further illuminates these
negative impacts of temporary access to aspirational brands by experimentally exploring
the differing outcomes of ownership versus access in regards to key brand outcomes (i.e.,
brand credibility, brand prestige, and brand uniqueness), as well as perceptions of the self
(i.e., self-esteem and self-authenticity). The results of Study 2 suggest that aspirational
access can negatively impact both the accessor and the brand.
Study 3 then shows how outcomes of aspirational access can be enhanced.
Specifically, curated aspirational access positively influences consumers by helping them
to align their self-concept with that of the aspirational brand image. Finally, Study 4
brings the research full circle by demonstrating how curated aspirational accessors can
experience positive benefits of aspirational brands, similar to owners, by enhancing selfimage congruence with the brand and perceptions of in-group status. These results have
invaluable theoretical and practical implications that will be discussed next.
Theoretical Implications
The current research provides a number of valuable theoretical implications in
regards to two underexplored areas of marketing—aspirational brands and nonownership. From a theoretical perspective, this dissertation offers four main
contributions. First, marketing literature is rooted in the fundamental ideas of traditional
exchange and ownership. Due to this, little empirical research exists to understand how
non-ownership may be theoretically different from traditional ownership. This
dissertation investigates non-ownership of aspirational brands in the context of an
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emerging phenomenon. Specifically, this research introduces an emerging type of nonownership—aspirational access-based consumption. Within aspirational access,
consumers acquire temporary use of an aspirational brand. Aspirational brands are
currently unaffordable “dream brands” that a consumer wishes to purchase at some point
in the future (Trocchia et al., 2015). Yet, aspirational access allows for these brands to
become attainable to consumers in the present, for a fee. Defining this new type of
customer is a valuable contribution to marketing research that typically investigates
consumers as owners and overlooks the impact of temporary possession. This research
explores the theoretical impact of consumers’ aspirations becoming part of their present
reality, albeit temporarily and without a transfer of ownership, and introduces the term
aspirational accessor.
Second, the findings of this research have important implications to psychological
ownership theory, which states that ownership increases the value of a good whereby an
owner will rate a target object more highly than a non-owner (Beggan, 1992). Previous
research has investigated psychological ownership by comparing owners with nonowners that do not have possession of the product. This research extends psychological
ownership theory to aspirational access, a form of non-ownership, in which consumers
have temporary possession of a product. The results of Study 2 indicate that a “mere
ownership effect” does indeed exist. Individuals who were told that they now owned an
aspirational brand rated that brand, and themselves, more positively than individuals who
were told they were temporarily accessing the brand. Moreover, accessors’ perceptions
of the aspirational brand significantly declined, meaning they thought less of the brand in
terms of prestige and credibility after participating within this emerging economy. These
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accessors also thought less of themselves, in regards to self-esteem and self-authenticity,
than did the owners. This reflects prior research on access-based consumption and nonownership in which non-owners are viewed as inferior. Thus, while research on accessbased consumption has shown many benefits to the consumer (i.e., social, economic, and
environmental, Hamari, Sjöklint, and Ukkonen, 2015), the results of this research suggest
that this emerging mode of consumption may not always be beneficial for aspirational
brands or the accessors themselves.
Third, this research identifies the benefits of curation use in marketing and defines
two types of curation practices. Studies 3 and 4 show that brand curation practices can
enhance key outcomes of aspirational access participation. Brand curation entails a
perceived expert researching, collecting, and organizing branded products for consumers
(Rosenbaum, 2011). At this point, the role of brand curators within the marketing
literature has only been conceptually investigated (Joy et al., 2014). Based on actual
brand practices and curation literature, the researcher established two emerging types of
curation practices—general curation and personalized curation—before empirically
examining their impact. General curation is organized around a unified theme, or
category, such as branded products for a specific occasion. Personalized curation entails
consumers completing a lifestyle profile so brand offerings can be selected for the
individual consumer. While these two types of curation practices were perceived
differently, with personalized curation indeed being seen as more highly curated, they
both positively impacted aspirational accessors. Specifically, this effect was mediated by
self-image congruence with the brand and in-group status. This finding helps to support
self-discrepancy theory in a new domain, which suggests that a perceived gap between a
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consumer’s actual and ideal self will yield negative results (Higgins, 1987). However,
once an individual reaches the status of an in-group member, then they have achieved
their aspirational status, which minimizes this gap and enhances perceptions of the self
and brand.
The fourth theoretical contribution challenges traditional findings within
psychological ownership theory by demonstrating how non-owners can sometimes
achieve the same outcome as owners. The results of Study 4 showed that brand curation
practices can actually help move accessors’ perceptions of the self and brand closer to
those of owners’. This helps to support newer research on psychological ownership
theory that states legal ownership may not be required to yield the “mere ownership”
bias. Although, contrary to research that has found touch alone is necessary to increase
perceived ownership (Peck and Shu, 2009), within aspirational access, curation is
required as a form of external validation for the consumer. Aspirational access must
include practices that help consumers identify more closely with the brand in order to
help them reach perceived in-group status. This effect is strengthened by trust in the
curator, or the belief that they are receiving accurate brand offerings, which represent
who they really are, chosen by a perceived expert. Overall, this research extends the
boundaries of existing theories, including psychological ownership theory and selfdiscrepancy theory, while applying them in previously un-researched domains in which
non-owners have temporary possession of an aspirational brand.
Practitioner Implications
This research introduces a new type of marketing consumer that practitioners
must understand—the aspirational accessor. Aspirational accessors, a term established
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and defined by the researcher, are consumers opting out of ownership and into accessbased consumption services in order to obtain temporary use of aspirational brands. In
general, the market volume of access-based consumption is estimated at $100 billion and
by 2025 worldwide revenues are expected to increase to $335 billion in the top five key
sectors alone (Lamberton and Rose, 2012; Bothun and Lieberman, 2015). Within this
emerging phenomenon, aspirational access is continuing to gain popularity as consumers
recognize that traditional ownership, typically through long-term savings and futurefocus (Trocchia, Saine, Luckett, 2015), is not the only way to acquire aspirational brands.
Instead, consumers have the opportunity to gain temporary possession and use of
aspirational brands in the present. Our best practices in marketing, however, are based on
traditional ownership models, and accessors may not react in the same way as owners
(Eckhardt and Bardhi, 2015). Therefore, this research adds to the discussion of how
these practices may need to be adapted for non-owners.
Recent literature on access-based consumption has advised practitioners to
consider a number of key elements; though, this literature is missing a valuable
component that must also be implemented—curation. First, prior research suggests that
companies will have to shift from a mindset of selling product ownership to selling the
use of the product and also be capable of taking on additional responsibilities, such as
providing repair and maintenance services (Matzler, Veider, and Kathan, 2015). Another
responsibility that companies will have to focus on is mediating the relationship between
peers since there’s more of a peer-to-peer impact to consider in access-based
consumption in which consumers “share” products, in comparison to ownership in which
the product remains with one individual (Hamari, Sjöklint, and Ukkonen, 2015).
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Companies then have to take on a larger logistics role in access-based consumption since
they facilitate the flow of products between peers (i.e. accessors) and act as a centralized
location for consumers to find these products (Kane, 2016). For instance, if a consumer
wants to carry the latest Givenchy handbag, they would go to BagBorroworSteal.com to
access the bag. Finally, prior research has found that regulation is a growing issue as
access-based services challenge traditional industries (e.g., Airbnb, hotel) while operating
outside the bounds of current regulations set in place for incumbent firms (Rauch and
Schleicher, 2015; Hartl, Hofmann, and Kirchler, 2016; The Economist, 2013).
This dissertation, however, reveals that another key component exists for
aspirational access-based consumption that has been previously overlooked—brand
curation practices. Practitioners need to be careful that aspirational access does not carry
the same negative connotation as other forms of non-ownership that leads to inferior
perceptions of the self for the accessor, including low self-esteem and feelings of
inauthenticity. If aspirational access services aim to create long-term relationships with
consumers, they must be willing to adopt practices that enhance accessors’ selfperceptions and protect consumer welfare. The results of this research suggest that
aspirational services should curate offerings for their subscribers as a means of enhancing
consumer outcomes. External validation helps these consumers to feel more closely
aligned with accessed brands and even perceive themselves to be part of the same ingroup as owners.
Additionally, aspirational brands themselves should be careful with which
aspirational access services they partner and how aspirational services are distributing
their products. These are brands that rely on an image of exclusivity to build an
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aspirational image and, therefore, should be careful with how “sharing” can change that
image when the brand is now available to a broader base of consumers. Perceptions of
brand credibility and brand prestige significantly declined when offerings were not
curated, while curation actually enhanced perceptions of the aspirational brand being
accessed. Therefore, aspirational brands can benefit from being involved within
aspirational access as long as they ensure that aspirational services are curating their
offerings.
Further, trust is considered by Botsman and Rogers (2010) to be the currency of
the access-based economy as consumers learn to trust strangers that they will be sharing
products with, as well as the online service providers in which they have zero face-toface contact. Access-based consumption is an emerging business model, and the
companies operating within it are new to consumers, so they are still building a
reputation system that helps to develop trust (Kane, 2016). Even though this is being
implemented in specific other forms of access-based consumption, such as collaborative
consumption with Uber’s driver rating system, the impact of trust within other forms of
access-based consumption is largely overlooked. If companies fail at mediating
relationships between consumers by losing consumer trust (e.g., failing to properly clean
a shared product before sending to the collaborator) then consumers may reach out
directly to another consumer through more established peer-to-peer markets like eBay
and Craigslist, or by creating new decentralized peer-to-peer exchange sites (Kane,
2016). These findings suggest that trust plays an important role in strengthening the
relationship between a consumer’s self-image congruence with the brand and helping
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them to achieve perceptions of in-group status. Thus, brands should consider the curation
aptitude of the access services in which they choose to affiliate and partner.
Limitations and Future Research
As with all research, there are limitations that must be acknowledged. First, this
dissertation shows that brand curation can help diminish negative effects of aspirational
access participation. Curation was selected as a way to enhance perceptions of the brand
and the self since it is within direct control of the access service and is becoming an
increasingly popular marketing tool (Rosenbaum, 2012). The role of the curator needs to
be further explored. For instance, this research helps to establish the importance of trust
in the curator, but future research should continue to explore what happens in the instance
when accessors lose trust in the curator and whether this could also lead to loss of trust in
the brand. Additionally, there also may be other ways for firms to diminish the negative
impact of participation that future research should explore. For example, literature
suggests that some consumers may opt into access-based consumption due to
environmental concerns (Ozanne and Ballantine, 2010). For these consumers, priming
the sustainable nature of accessing products may be an effective way to enhance
outcomes. Additionally, there may be individual consumer traits that influence not only
the motivations to participate in aspirational access, but also perceptions of the self and
brand while participating. For instance, access-based consumption provides for a greater
variety of experiences and product choices (Botsman and Rogers, 2010). Researchers
should explore how a consumer’s desire for variety-seeking impacts aspirational access
participation.
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Next, although this research examines multiple product types, they are all within
the same product category. The generalizability of these findings to non-apparel product
categories should also be examined. Aspirational access is a growing phenomenon
within multiple industries in which consumers are choosing to pay a membership fee to
gain temporary access to many different types of products, such as cars or toys. Prior
research suggests that in some categories, such as transportation, consumers may actively
avoid identification (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012); however, identification plays a key role
in enhancing aspirational access participation outcomes. Future research should continue
to explore how aspirational accessors uniquely react to different types of aspirational
brands and product categories.
Finally, this dissertation investigates outcomes associated with an aspirational
accessor’s perceptions of and relationship with an accessed brand. However, there are a
number of brands at play within aspirational access, including the aspirational access
service itself. Future research should explore perceptions of the aspirational access
service, as well as the interconnection between an accessor’s relationship with the access
service and the accessed brands.
Conclusion
Consumers are driven to purchase brands that help them reach their idealized
selves (Sirgy, 1985) and purchasing these brands (i.e. ownership) provides benefits in the
form of increased self-esteem and perceived status (O’Cass and Frost, 2002; Malär et al.,
2011). Some consumers, limited by their current circumstances, cannot feasibly purchase
these brands. An emerging access-based economy is facilitating temporary use and
possession of these aspirational brands to consumers for a membership fee, but at what
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cost? This research is the first to explore the practice and consequences of aspirational
access by investigating what happens when these consumers receive access to their
aspirations in the present. Prior research within traditional ownership theories suggests
that these benefits may only apply to ownership since mere-ownership effects bias
valuations, and non-owners are typically viewed as inferior.
The results of this research suggest that negative effects may exist within
aspirational access, yielding negative perceptions of accessed brands, as well as negative
perceptions of the self. However, this does not apply to all aspirational access. Essential
to the success of aspirational access services, practitioners and academics must consider
the role of brand curation practices. Access services that provide curation services by
organizing and recommending brand offerings to accessors, essentially acting as external
validation, can actually enhance outcomes of aspirational accessors to the same level as
owners. This is achieved by helping accessors identify with the aspirational brand, which
leads to perceptions of belonging within the high-end consumer in-group. Therefore,
through curated aspirational access, modern consumers are able to obtain the formerly
unattainable and reap the benefits of realizing their aspirations in the present. Future
research should continue to investigate the differences between traditional owners and
access-based consumers, while navigating the nuances that exist within aspirational
access.
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Study Two
H1: Aspirational accessors will exhibit decreased a) brand prestige, b) brand
credibility, and c) brand uniqueness after participating in aspirational access.
H2: Aspirational accessors will exhibit lower perceptions of a) brand prestige, b)
brand credibility, and c) brand uniqueness compared to owners of the same
aspirational brand.
H3: Aspirational accessors will exhibit lower levels of self-esteem compared to
consumers who own the same aspirational brand.
H4: Aspirational accessors will exhibit lower levels of self-authenticity compared
to consumers who own the same aspirational brand.
Study Three
H5: Exposure to curated brand offerings within aspirational access will
significantly increase accessors’ perceptions of a) brand prestige, b) brand
credibility, and c) brand uniqueness.
H6: Curated aspirational accessors will exhibit higher perceptions of a) brand
prestige, b) brand credibility, and c) brand uniqueness than non-curated accessors.
H7: Curated aspirational access will yield higher levels of self-esteem in the
accessor than non-curated aspirational access.
H8: Curated aspirational access will yield higher levels of self-authenticity in the
accessor than non-curated aspirational access.
H9: The relationship between curated aspirational access and self-esteem will be
mediated by an accessor’s self-image congruence with the brand.
H10: The relationship between curated aspirational access and self-authenticity
will be mediated by an accessor’s self-image congruence with the brand.
H11: The relationship between curated aspirational access and (a) brand prestige,
(b) brand credibility, and (c) brand uniqueness will be mediated by an accessor’s
self-image congruence with the brand.
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Study Four
H12: The relationship between curated aspirational access and self-esteem will
be mediated by an accessor’s self-image congruence with the brand and perceived
in-group status.
H13: The relationship between curated aspirational access and self-authenticity
will be mediated by an accessor’s self-image congruence with the brand and
perceived in-group status.
H14: The relationship between curated aspirational access and (a) brand prestige,
(b) brand credibility, and (c) brand uniqueness will be mediated by an accessor’s
self-image congruence with the brand and perceived in-group status.
H15: Trust in the curator will strengthen the relationship between perceived
curation and the aspirational accessor’s self-image congruence with accessed
brands.
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